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Otaku USA e-News! 


d УАТЫ Sign up for our FREE newsletter at 
4 E www.olakuUSAmagazine.com for even more 
bonus content-including features, news, and 
more straight from Japan-wilh new editions sent 


e en SIE TIT directly to your inbox on a regular basis! 


pass went this year at 
www.0takuUSAmagazine.com! Get it when and 
where you want il. 
Enjoy your favorite magazine 
on your iPad, iPhone or other 
digital device. Download it 
when you want il, from 
where ever you are in the 
world. Simply visit the iTunes 
Newsstand, and search for 


See more on what the director 
of Orbital Children was up to 
previously and why irs so 
acclaimed, only at 
www.OltekuUSAmagazine.com! 
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As far as rom-coms are сап- 
cerned, this has been one of 
our most anticipated! Follow the 
buildup as it went down at 
www.OlekuUSAmagazine.com! 


JOIN US ON FACEBOOK AND TWITTER! 


After you put Ihe magazine down, come join our ever-expanding p p M 
online community. | 
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available for Kindle, 
Nook and computer ak 
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search Otaku USA. 
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Hey! This is Patrick and hey! Welcome to the latest issue of Otaku USA magazine! This one is 
super special, even by our standards, as these very pages you hold in your mitts mark the begin- 
ning of our 16th year of publication. That's right! OTAKU USA IS 16 YEARS OLD! They said it could- 
nt be done. They said it would never last. But here we stand, the last English-language maga- 
zine in the USA devoted to covering anime, manga, cosplay, toys, and games from Japan! How do 
we plan on celebrating? By doing what we ve always done... hunkering down and delivering a new 
issue chock-full of features and reviews. 

So, what do we have in store for you this time? Well ... Rent-a-Girlfriend is our cover feature, 
and Brittany Vincent is here to tell us all about what to do when the feelings are real, but the 
dates are not (spoilers it's complicated). Up next, Kara Dennison graduates from an all-girls 
school for mecha pilots and gives us her two cents on Gunbuster: The Movie. Then, Michael Gold- 
stein delivers a one-two punch with a pair of fea- 
tures from two anime currently rocking the streams 
on Netflix: Penguin Highway and Orbital Children. 
Finally, Kara Dennison brings it all back home her 
take on the with the candy-colored pure imagination 
of Delicious Party Pretty Cure. 

In between these mighty big stories, you'll find our 
usual departments full of reviews and news about 
the latest developments in manga, cosplay, TV 
games, and perhaps even a giant monster or two! 

So, what else is going on? Well, now as l sit here 
writing this, it's officially springtime in Tokyo. The 
cherry-blossom trees bloomed and did their thing 
about a week ago, and the sidewalks around the city 
are now looking very nice and pink. The weather is 
in a sweet spot between the chill of winter and the 
raging heat of summer, so if the world could just 
stay in this place forever, that would be awesome. 

But time marches on, sometimes for good. In my case, that means that the release of my new 
book, Crunchyroll Essential Anime: Fan Favorites, Memorable Masterpieces, and Cult Classics, 
is just a few weeks away! Co-written by Samuel Sattin and featuring contributions from stalwart 
Otaku USA scribes like Joseph Luster, Kara Dennison, and Matt Schely, this book is, as the pub- 
lisher puts it is, "an indispensable guide for anime lovers and fans, offering an entertaining and 
moving narrative about anime's true impact on pop culture. Essential Anime digs into the distinct 
stories of the creators and studios behind the making of these must-see anime titles, as well as 
the personal connections and importance they hold with anime fans around the world." | hope 
you enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed writing it! 

And that feeling is doubled for ol’ Otaku USA as we embark on our 16th year of publishing. | really 
have to take a moment to sincerely thank our publisher for keeping the lights on over the course 
of any number of momentous events, our staff and writers to put the stuff on the pages for you 
to enjoy, and, of course, ... YOU! Otaku USA continues on and on until the break of dawn only 
because of your support! Thanks to everyone who reads our magazine, weather as a first-timer, 
or as a regular face around these parts. You keep picking us up, and we'll keep being here! 

In the meantime, enjoy the latest issue of Otaku USA! 

—Patrick 
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LETTERS/TEGAMI 


Hey, hey Otaku-USA! HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YA! Wow, 16 years 一 you ге 
almost old enough to drive! I’ve been a reader of your bodacious & bedaz- 
zling bi-monthly magazine nearly since day one, and a subscriber for at least 
half that time. THANK YOU for bringing us a decade and a half of amazing 
anime, magical manga, colorful cosplay, larger-than-life monster mayhem, 
the percussive panoply of popular J-music, and the electrifying voltage of 
various & vibrant video game reviews. Here's to another 15 years, cheers! 
Now go blow out your birthday candles and party like its 2099! 


Your pal, gogglefox EXCLUSIVE 


INTERVIEWS: 


Hi gogglefox! Thanks so much for your letter, and here's a big fist bump 
right back at 'cha for the birthday wishes! 16 years sure is a milestone of 
sorts for our little magazine, and knowing that we're connecting to readers 
like yourself makes it all worthwhile! You keep on reading, and we'll keep 


on publishing! And now, if you don't mind our indulgence, here's a pic of 
our first cover, from waaaay back in August 2007. Enjoy! 


Hello, Otaku USA! As always, thank you for 
doing a great job bringing us overseas fans 
great content featuring both the latest and 
oldest in manga, anime, and entertainment! 
Last night, | came across a very catchy video | 
believe is called SHAREDOL, a collaboration 
project between Toei Animation and the Sotsu 
agency. I believe it's a series about an idol 
group in Edo-era Japan, and | have to say it 
looks AMAZING, but there isn't much else on 
it. Is there an article in a previous or upcoming 
Otaku USA magazine that covers more? Or 
could you at least cover a little in the Q&A/ 
Letters section of your magazine? A small 
photo of the group there would also be greatly 
appreciated. As always: STAY AWESOME! 

Best regards, David 


Hi David! Thanks for your message and for 
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giving us the heads 
up about SHAREDOL! 
Indeed, we did find an 
article about it on our 
official www.Otaku- 
USAmagazine.com 
from October 2021. 
Right now, SHAREDOL 
is only a short pilot film 
on YouTube meant to 
gauge interest in a 
longer series. One thing's for sure, it cer- 
tainly has your interest! By all means, take a 
look at the article on our site for more info! 
Now, as per your request, we've included a 
pic here on this very page. Thanks! 


Dear Otaku USA, 
| read the article about Komi Can't Communi- 
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cate in your recent issue. And maybe | wasn't 
paying much attention, but there's one detail 
that the article overlooked. Komi grows a set 
of cat ears whenever she gets excited or 
caught up in the moment. Just a minor detail 
that | needed to point out. 
| continue to look forward to more otaku 

related news in the future! 

William 


Hi William! Thanks for your keen observa- 
tions and for correcting us about Komi Can't 
Communicate! We'll be sure to keep our 
eyes open for any cat ears that would other- 
wise elude us in the future. In the meantime, 


NN E 
here's a pic of Komi with her cat ears! 
Thanks again! 


And there you have it ... more lucky letters 
rescued from the mail sack. Now give us more! 
Please send your questions, comments, 
queries, requests, and assorted ephemera to 
otakuusa(dgmail.com! 


At the end of a brutal war, countries dismantled their weapons. When the Gozareans attack, two pilots 
realize their trusty vintage fighter planes are the only means of combating the alien's powerful technologies. 


Hugh & Figaro are the world's last wings of hope. 


Fantasy Violence 


aksysgames.com/horgihugh @AKSYS P XEL 


© PIXEL CO., LTD AI Rights Reserved. Licensed to and published by Aksys Games. Nintendo Switch is a trademark of Nintendo. 


OTAKU By Joseph Luster 
Random Stuff for the J-Nerd Lifestyle 


Adorable Adventure Awaits 
with Tales of Arise Plushes 


^ 
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If you'd like to fill your party out with the cutest adventurers pos- 
sible, Kotobukiya has just what the JRPG enthusiast ordered. A 


шинжин Р series of Tales of 


у ا‎ qa T X. EX X A 
< лі, Arise plushes make 


their debut in Japan é 


in April, with the six Зэ 
variations priced at 
¥3,300 (about $29) . 
each. 
Naturally, those six 
plushes are based on “ | | 
Y] 


Alphen, Kisara, and 
the rest of the six | 
core party members | 
from the latest main- 
line entry in the long- 
running Tales RPG 
series. While they 
look like your average 
static plushes, you 
can move their limbs 
to set up a variety of 
poses, so they'll be 


Let Psyduck's 5prayduck Teapot Serve 


ready for action no 
matter where you 
decide to put them on 
display. 


You a Cuppa 


Have you been wanting 
to turn teatime into 


@ Pokémon O Nintendo/Creatures Inc./GAME FREAK Inc. 


something a little more 
Pokémon-themed? 
You'll get your chance 
soon thanks to a spe- 
cial Sprayduck-themed 
Pokémon teapot mod- 
eled after everyone's 
favorite stressed-out 
critter, Psyduck. 

These porcelain 
teapots—which were 
handcrafted by Mino 
ware craftsmen—come 
with a stainless-steel 
brew basket. They're 
currently slated to go 
up for sale on the 
Ensky website in Japan in April, and you'll be able to pour your own cuppa right 
from Psyduck's mouth for Y13,200, which adds up to about $115. 


[9] Kotobukiya € Bandai Namco Entertainment 
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See the World Through Official 
Fale/Apocrypha Glasses 


Anime and eyewear are no strangers to collaborating with one 
another, and the latest in this vein has Fate series home TYPE- 
MOON teaming up with Japanese lenswear company Eyemirror for 
a pair of Fate/Apocrypha themed glasses. These particular specs 
are based on Ruler Jeanne d'Arc and Saber of “Red” Mordred, and they 


are available for purchase at select Tokyo and Osaka locations as well The sets also 
as through the official Eyemirror online store. come with an 
Fate/Apocrypha illustrator Ototsugu Konoe had full supervision original glasses case 
over each design, which feature symbols and other motifs inspired complete with an illustrated cleaning cloth and special glasses stand. 
by each character's overall appearance and signature weapons. The price for all this? Y18,700 (about $162]. 


These Kirby and Waddle Dee Plushes Glow in the Dark, and We Need Them 


The only thing better than a Kirby plush is one that glows in the dark, 
and Takara Tomy has not one, but TWO that can boast such an 
accomplishment. Both Kirby and Waddle Dee are comin' atcha in two 
different sizes—the big ones are ¥3,630 (about $31), the little ones аге 
Y1,650 ($14]—and pre-orders are open at the time of this writing 
ahead of a late April launch. 

The Kirby and Waddle Dee plushes are part of Takara Tomy's new 
glow-in-the-dark merch line. Both versions feature an outer layer of 
fuzzy, pastel-colored material while the base fabric is made up of a 
special luminescent material. If you opt for one of the small ones, 
they come with a chain strap that makes them perfect for attaching to 
keychains or backpacks, and who better to travel with around town, 
or even around the world, than Kirby?! 


@ Nintendo / HAL Laboratory, Inc. 
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Heroes Two! 

It seems that everyone's favorite corporate sponsored superheroes, Tiger & 
Bunny, have returned to anime with a new season, titled appropriately enough, 
TIGER & BUNNY 2! And as part of the fun, the fine folks at Bandai's Tamashii 
Nations are rolling out a new batch of collectable figures to snatch up! 

First up come a pair of Wild Tiger and Barnaby Brooks Jr. figures from the 
S.H.Figuarts line. Both include incorporation of clear parts for enhanced real- 
ism and include interchangeable leg parts, interchangeable hand parts, and 
special Tamashii STAGE figure stands. 

Better still, these realistic, fully poseable figures comprise ABS, PVC, POM, 
and Diecast parts for enhanced detail and durability, fluid articulation and 
weight! 

Meanwhile, the Fmini Line offers the main characters from TIGER & BUNNY 
2re-envisioned in a convenient and collectible palm size featuring lifelike eyes 
and simple articulation. 

Standing at 90mm tall and featuring stands and optional arms, these 
squashed and stylish portrayals of both Kotetsu T. Kaburagi and Barnaby 
Brooks Jr. are sure to charm! 


Visit tamashiinations.com for more info! 


OBNP/T&B PARTNERS 
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The Magazine for American OTAKU! 


OTAKU USA Magazine is the big, brash, full color, oversized magazine that gives a strictly American 
view of Ihe besi, brightest, coolest Japanese Anime, Manga, Cosplay, Gaming, free manga, and all of 
J-Pop. Conceived and written by our editor Patrick Macias, Ihe San Francisco transplant who now lives 
in Japan bringing you the latest news from the streets of Tokyo! 
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SUBSCRIBE TODAY! 


Use the website or Call 1-800-219-1187 in the US. 
Also available in digital format for iPad, Android, Kindle, and Nook. 
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There's a lot of fishing. IPs what pretty 
much evergone does. 


STUDIO/COMPANY 


RATING 


© Maiko Uchino Houbunsha/SLOWLOOP PARTNERS License: d by Funimation® Global Group, LLC. All Rights Reserve 
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With the new Urusei Yatsura 
reboot TV series announced 
this year as the 45th anniver- 
sary approaches, | hope U.S. 
streaming platforms will make 
available the original breakout 
hit from Rumiko Takahashi 

= that helped define much of 


STUDIO/COMPANY what s associated with the 
Discotek Media “ i ” 
x Š phrase “1980s anime.” UY 
RATING 


13+ was, after all, translated and 

| released in the U.S. decades 

ago in its effective entirety. For now, at least the 
six standalone movies are streaming on Crunchy- 


roll, both dubbed and subtitled, with Blu-Rays 
courtesy of Discotek Media dipping their toe into 
the electrified waters. As series introductions go, 
they're not ideal, since none offer exposition 
(indeed, many work as finales!) and half are very 
surreal and melancholy; a deviation from the 
wacky hijinks romantic sci-fi comedy Rumiko 
Takahashi created. But the first film, 1983 5 Only 
You, released just before Valentine s Day, is most 
emblematic of the phrase “Urusei Yatsura: The 
Movie,” and why Rumiko Takahashi considers it 
her personal favorite UY film. 

Fundamentally, Uruse/ Yatsura is a zany spin 
on centuries old Japanese folk tales. When Earth 
is invaded by Oni aliens, for the sake of a global 
armistice the most lecherous, most unlucky, and 
most hilariously unsympathetic teen in the world 
Ataru Moroboshi finds himself “married” to Lum: 
a beautiful, green-haired, horned Oni babe clad 
in a tiger-striped bikini. Lum is capable of flight, 


has access to all sorts of outlandish alien tech- 
nology, and generates high-voltage electricity 
whenever she’s very happy or very angry: the lat- 
ter of which is frequent because Ataru hits on 
every single woman he sees while mostly spurn- 
ing Lum's advances. Yes, despite all promotional 
artwork, the main character of Urusei Yatsura 
isn't Lum; it's Ataru! Lum is primarily a catalyst 
for the mayhem and destruction. There are all 
sorts of other folklore-derived wackos too, and 
you can generally figure out everyone's deal 
within roughly one scene. 

Only You's storyline is fairly grounded, as Urusei 
Yatsura plots go. A new race of rose-motif aliens 
arrives, announcing the marriage 
between Ataru and “Elle,” the 
ruler of Planet Elle, who declares 
that when Ataru was a child, they 
became engaged as a result of a 
game of shadow tag. Despite hav- 
ing no memories of this and not 
knowing what Elle looks like—she 
does not appear until about 2/3 in 


despite being on the cover—Ataru gladly agrees to 
abandon Lum, resulting in an interplanetary 
starfighter conflict and a race between Lum and 
Elle to quickly put together a massive Christian- 
style wedding in which everybody's invited, culmi- 
nating with a reference to the only part of 1967's 
The Graduate | know about (thanks to Wayne's 
World 2). 

As the theatrical directorial debut for now-leg- 
endary director Mamoru Oshii, he didn't have 
much opportunity to apply his personal style, as 
Only You was effectively made in 5 months con- 
currently with his work on directing the TV series. 
But don't worry; Mendou's private army still 
resembles the Axis forces of WW2 while anime- 
only character (and a favorite of mine) Megane 
remains ever the deranged otaku. The high point 


@ Rumiko Takahashi / Shogakukan 


is Ataru, cackling maniacally, 
conferring his scheme to 
Megane of establishing a 
planet-wide harem of women. In later years, the 
premise and protagonist of Urusei Yatsura would 
be altered to create what fans now refer to as the 
“harem” and “magical girlfriend" sub-genres. | 
regret that nobody else dared to make their male 
protagonists irredeemable horndog jerks. 
Discotek's Blu-Ray releases are, as ever, gold 
standards of preservation. Their high-definition 


/ 


edition of Only You is the uncut version, contain- 
ing the scenes originally excised from the the- 
atrical release (stuff like the opening animation 
flex for Mendou’s letter delivery], with a full-film 
color-correction and AstroRes upscaling used 
for footage restoration, so those impressive sci- 
fi space dogfight sequences brought to you by 
such luminaries as Yuji Moriyama and Masahito 
Yamashita never looked better. Even the old 
English dub has undergone a restoration to 
sound about as good as a dub of that era might. 
Urusei Yatsura is one of the most influential 
and revolutionary series of the decade, in all 
aspects, and it’s all disappeared once before in 
the late 2000s so if you can manage it, consider 
picking up the Blu-Rays. 

—Daryl Surat 
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My Dress-Up Darling 
A bombshell beauty decides 


vi As someone 
m who has never 
ғ 7% cosplayed іп my 


entire life, | was- 
nt really sure 
how to initially 
look at a roman- 
tic comedy 
between a cos- 


m—- playing girl and 
STUDIO/COMPANY her outfit-craft- 
гипспуго! M > 
RATING ing boyfriend. | 


ТЕМА know very few 


people who cos- 
play and have seen only a few 
anime that feature cosplay in 
them; and even then, the cosplay 
feature in said anime are just there 
to highlight the otaku lifestyle in 
general, so cosplay specifically is 
very rarely the focal point of an 
entire show. Fortunately, My 
Dress-Up Darling—the anime 
adaptation of which aired during 
the winter 2022 anime season— 
comes in like a bat out of hell to 
prove me wrong. 

From the very beginning, My 
Dress-Up Darling could easily be 
boiled down to another entry in the 
very-forward-girl-and-shy-boy- 


dynamic collection of romance 
anime. For one thing, Wakana Gojo, 
who lives with his grandfather, an 
esteemed kashirashi (the term for 
a master craftsman of hina dolls], 
seeks to follow in his grandfather's 
footsteps. But after a childhood 
friend basically shamed him for 
being a boy playing with girl dolls, 
he pours himself into his craft 
more than his social life. Marin 
Kitagawa, on the other hand, looks 
to have all the trappings of a Manic 
Pixie Dream Girl—she's pretty, 
outgoing, and opens up Wakana's 
sheltered personality—but in exe- 
cution she feels like an actual per- 
son who's passionate about, and 
has zero shame regarding, her 
interests. 

While gender politics don't play 
much of a factor beyond the first 
episode, there's a lot of work the 
show does regarding deprogram- 
ming the assumption that hina 
dolls are a "girly" thing. There's a 
lot of thought and effort that goes 
into dollcrafting that Dress-Up 
Darling has no problem showing 
off. It's not just the setup of the 
show, it's Wakana's whole breath 
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and life and a huge part of the 
show. More importantly, what 
makes what could already be a 
boring, cut-and-paste pairing is 
the fact that these both just simply 
good kids, with neither character 
hiding some kind of ulterior 
motive. And it's not just that a 
bombshell beauty decides to be a 
recluse 5 friend, she needs some- 
one who can help her sew her cos- 
tume and isn't a jerk about it. And 
unlike Wakana, she has no shame 
about her hobbies. Her first scenes 
is her explaining a character web, 
for crying out loud. 

Bottom line, the two quickly set- 
tle into a comfortable dynamic, 
propped up by strong and character 
writing and animation, the latter 
being provided by CloverWorks, 
who clearly understood the assign- 
ment and then some. The charac- 
ter designs are gorgeous on their 
own, but much of the subtle char- 
acter animation helps elevate them 
in a way that makes feel very alive, 
such as a lot of the detail that goes 
into Wakana’s passion for dollcraft- 
ing and, eventually, translating that 
into making costumes. Kitagawa in 
particular has such a wide range of 
body movements that you can tell 
where her intensity comes from. 

Which brings me to the make-it- 
or-break-it element of the show— 


`. 


the fanservice. Every time Marin 5 
breasts jiggle, every time there's a 
detailed shot of someone's under- 
wear, you can tell they're really 
testing the radars. Some parts 
you'd expect from a show about 
people who take their clothes in 


order to be measured for cos- 
tumes, but other parts ... well... | 
dare to use the word "exhibition- 
ist," almost to the point of parody. 
The fact that Marin's dream cos- 
play comes from BDSM eroge, 
while bold, doesn't exactly help 


matters. In the second episode 
alone, which a lot of people cite as 
a prime example of this calamity, 
Marin nonchalantly strips down to 
a floral swimsuit while Gojo almost 
faints from the shock. Despite 
Wakana trying to reassure himself 
that it's only a business interaction, 
you can definitely see his discom- 
fort in some scenes, especially 
when he's up close to Marin's bust 
point. Then again, a lot of this 
horniness seems to be character- 
based, rather than the typical 
objective camera being shoved into 
our eyes. Befitting a show that's 
about measuring bodies for cos- 
tumes, Marina is very rarely ani- 
mated in a sexualizing way; there's 
enough knowledge of bodies to 
articulate that this is all from the 
character's point of view rather 
than the audience's point of view, 
but it's still a very fine line. 

My Dress-Up Darling has a lot of 
things that you'll find in other 
romantic comedies, and while it's 
very easy to build this one to just 
another show about an overly pas- 
sive boy and a forward girl, there 
are a lot of things that help to ele- 
vate it beyond its core premise. If 
you can just make it past all the 
panty shots and jiggle fests, you'll 
be in for a treat! 

—Michael Goldstein 
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World's End Hərem 


Weird, yet engrossing 


(Morld’s End 1 larem? 


STUDIO/COMPANY 


Funimation 


RATING 
Not Rated 


around a million who were cryo- Ё ж 
genically frozen before а сиге 
could be found, апа four others 
who are immune to the MK Virus. | 
In World's End Harem, Reito and 
these four other men are 
required to mate with the entire 
planet full of women who remain 
in a bid to repopulate humanity. 
The MK virus necessitated this 
breeding program, and it means 
there’s a lot of sex that’s 


A WHISKER 


AWAY 


STUDIO/COMPANY 


RATING 


It’s the year 2040, anda 
young man named Reito 
Mizuhara has been put into 
cryostasis, awaiting a cure for 
multiple sclerosis. Five years 
later, an even deadlier virus 
has emerged, and it’s killed 
off about 99.9% of the world’s 
population of men: the MK 
(Man Killer) virus. The 
remainder of human males in 
the world = 
number | 


required to bring the 
world back to a place， 
eventually, where it 
might resemble the 
way things were 
before. Reito isn't 
immediately interested 
in lending his body to 
the cause, especially 
as there's still a 
woman he wants to be 


d 


OLINK, Kotaro Shono / Shueisha, World's End Harem Production Committee 


@ MUGE Production Committee 
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with naturally above all others: his 
childhood friend Elisa Tachibana. As it 
just so happens, she’s disappeared. 
And with that little tidbit in mind, Reito 
makes it his mission to both investigate 
this strange virus, all the while trying 
to avoid intercourse with, well, all of 
the women left in the world. 

It's easy to assume that Reito would 
be a sex-crazed maniac, running 
around and coupling with every woman 
who approaches him. But despite the 
fate of humanity hanging in the balance, 
he isn't gung-ho about the prospect at 
all, and that's what makes World's End 
Harem such an interesting watch. It's a 
weird proposition for any normal man 
to wake up [years later at that) and 
want to immediately get it on with 
strange women, let alone during a 
near-extinction level event. It's under- 
standable that he wouldn't want to get 
his rocks off immediately, and the fact 
that he doesn't immediately succumb to 
the pressure is pretty impressive. 

But that doesn't mean he's going to 
be let off the hook. Most of World's End 
Harem is spent watching Reito and 


other men grapple with their newfound respon- 
sibilities, while watching the women left on the 
earth (who have their own needs, of course) 


fawn over them. In the end, it can feel a bit like 
watching ecchi that's meant to be hentai, but 
there's an air of gloom and foreboding about it 


that prevents it from ever really becom- 
ing the kind of titillating you'd expect 
from this type of story, despite the 
overtly sexual situations. 

World's End Harem is intriguing in 
that it's very much the type of anime you 
keep watching because you don't know 
how bad things are going to continue to 
get. It's a fascinating watch, even if it 
doesn't fit within your typically umbrella 
of content that you'd watch. It does fall 
short in the animation department, as it 
absolutely could use some work there, 
but in sheer terms of keeping you watch- 
ing and on the edge of your seat, it can 
do that all day and then some - espe- 
cially when it comes to a miniature 
revenge story enacted by one of its char- 
acters. You might be expecting it, but the 
payoff is still sublime. 

If you're ready to try something a little 
new [that still features harems, but only 
technically), World's End Harem is a 
weird yet engrossing time. It absolutely 
won't be for everyone, but for those who 
do take the plunge, it's worth strapping 
in and seeing where it leads. And where 
it leads is undoubtedly an interesting 
destination that you haven't seen before in your 
typical anime series. 

— Brittany Vincent 
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Sel up for greəlness 


In Akebi's Sailor Uniform, all 
eyes are on the traditional 
sailor uniform that so many 
girls wear to schools across 
Japan. Komichi Akebi is 
bursting with joy over the fact 
that she’s been accepted into 
the same private school as 
her mother was so many 
years ago. It’s been her 


STUDIO/COMPANY 
Crunchyroll dream, as long as she can 
RATING remember, to emulate her 


idol Miki Fukumoto's sailor 
uniform, while attending Roubai Girls’ Academy. 
Her mother sets about making a gorgeous 
school uniform for her to wear while attending 
the all-girls academy, just like the one she wore 
when she was a young girl. There’s just one 
problem: when the first day of school arrives, 
everyone is wearing blazers instead of a tradi- 
tional sailor uniform. Komichi is heartbroken. 

But all isn't lost. After a quick chat with the 

principal, Komichi is given special permission to 
wear the uniform her mother made if she 


@Hiro/SHUEISHA, PROJECT AKEBI 
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chooses to, making her the only student in 
the entire school who still wears the classic 
garment. With that, her school life begins, and 
she happily attends Roubai Academy looking 
to make tons of new friends. As a young girl 
from a more rural area, she’s not as well- 
versed in the things other students do and 
say, so this school year is an important one 
for her as she not only stands out from the 
rest of the student body, but she also makes 

it her mission to be the “cool” girl she told her 
little sister she'd be, too. 

The result aims to be a calming slice of life 
anime that looks absolutely gorgeous. And 
sure, it is, in many ways. But it’s also a some- 
what odd fetishistic vehicle that often veers into 
weirdly risqué territory. That might not bother 
some viewers, and there’s nothing wrong with 
that type of content of course. It’s just not the 


OHH 
— EE 
< Ni 


childlike vision of innocence it almost pro- 
claims to be on the tin, and because of this, 
some viewers may go into the show expecting 
something far different. 

There isn't a lot going on in Komichi's world. 
In fact, the entire series is predicated on a 
lapse in communication that could have been 
resolved with a simple phone call or office 
visit before Komichi's mother spent the better 
part of a summer making a uniform by hand. 
There isn't much reason to get invested when 
this entire problem is of the protagonist's mak- 
ing, especially any othering she may feel for 
not wearing the "typical uniform. It just 
seemed like a strange hill to die on, and not 
particularly one that would stand the test of 
the entire first season. 

Even with all the strangeness, it's difficult 
not to be taken aback by CloverWorks' impec- 
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cable artwork. A series of gorgeous, detailed 
environments accompany beautifully drawn 
characters, Komichi and the rest of her family 
included. The amount of detail that goes into 
every blade of grass, every bit of moisture, 
every gesture, was crafted with love. It’s a 
vision to behold, but the show can’t stand on 
great-looking visuals alone. 

Akebi s Sailor Uniform was set up for great- 
ness initially, but it becomes tangled in its own 
ambition to be a lot of things to different people 
at once. It’s unsure if it wants to be a light- 
weight ecchi series, an adorable slice of life 
show, or a bizarre iniquity that people will sim- 
ply marvel over for visuals alone. It’s hard to 
recommend to general audiences, but if you re 
looking for something that can't quite be cate- 
gorized, it might be worth a watch. 

— Brittany Vincent 
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MANGAR: 


5 Seconds Before New Manga Drops 
New Manga Reviews 


OROCHI: UMEZZ PERFECTION! © 2006 Kazuo UMEZZ/SHOGAKUKAN 
Orochi 
“This is the story of awoman 
consumed by obsession. Is 
there any other type of tale as 
terrifying?” “You there! Why do 
you hate bones? Bones are 
beautiful!” There's a vibe to 
Kazuo Umezz's horror manga 
1 that no other artist can cap- 
ran ee ture, though many have tried: 
^ storyanparr  & Mix of childlike simplicity 
. Kazuo Umez and adult canniness, grim ter- 
Teen Plus ror and Halloween glee, eclec- 
tic flights of fancy and funda- 
mental human fears. The title character of 
Orochi, a teenage girl with unexplained supernat- 
ural powers, serves as the Cryptkeeper-like host 
to short stories that hurtle relentlessly through 
whatever monsters, moods, and mayhem Umezz 
wants to explore at the moment. Orochi some- 
times gets it into her head to help the unfortunate 
protagonists, but she doesn’t quite understand 
human emotions or morality, so her interventions 
just drive the horror to new depths. 
Volume One includes two stories. “Sisters” 
begins with Orochi wandering into a random 


house and brainwashing everyone to perceive her 
as the maid, which allows her to observe the 
ongoing psychodrama between two beautiful sis- 
ters who are cursed to grow hideous warts all 
over their bodies when they turn eighteen. In 
"Bones," a woman's husband is killed, and 
Orochi, now posing as a nurse at a hospital, offers 
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to bring him back ... but, as anyone familiar with 
“The Monkey's Paw” can guess, the deal comes 
with ugly complications. Both stories turn the 
hysteria to eleven, with Gothic melodrama and 
gross-out gore fighting for page space (“My 
tongue ... it's rotted away!"] and close-ups of 
characters faces eternally contorting into 
screams, tears, and/or insane laughter. It's 
impossible to predict what will come next in an 
Umezz story: a zombie fighting a dog might be 
interrupted by a moody murder mystery which is 
then followed by a baby getting eaten by roaches. 
All the reader can do is hang on for dear life. 

Viz previously published one volume of Orochi, 
covering one of the longer and less exciting sto- 
ries in the series. The new edition does it right, 
releasing the series in attractive hardcover vol- 
umes based on a Japanese “perfect collection” 
edition. Any fan of horror manga owes it to 
themselves to read some Umezz, if only to see 
the enormity of his influence on modern cre- 
ators; Orochi, for example, looks like every 
teenage girl Junji Ito would ever draw. The short 
stories in Orochi are a great introduction for 
readers new to Umezz, and dedicated fans won't 
want to miss the series either. Recommended. 
(Shaenon K. Garrity) 


From This Flame 
Glacier Bay continues its out- 
put of unique, artistically dar- 
ч ing manga with this collection 
of haunting, delicate modern 
fairy tales, each no more than 
ten pages long. À flower god- 
dess suffocates the world in 
mw flowers; a girl asks questions 

Gae Bay Beles of a mirror that can only echo 

STORYANDART her own thoughts; butterflies 
TEC cover a girl in a scene that 
Unrated: Teen turns from beautiful to night- 

marish. In one of the longer 
stories, a neighborhood's morning exercise ses- 
sion in the park is interrupted by a suicide, but 
helpful woodland spirits fill in; in another, a boy 
sets out on a quest to find the source of the river 
of blood that feeds his village. 

Some of the stories follow dreamlike plots, 
while others are almost entirely abstract. One 
simply evokes the feeling of walking around with- 
out glasses: "It could be said that nearsighted- 
ness is an evolution of mankind," Konomi muses. 
All the stories are lovely to look at. Konomi draws 
abstracted, curious-eyed characters and evoca- 
tive settings in loose, lively lines. Imaginative 
open page layouts fill with patterns of light, flow- 
ers, crystal, and water. In an afterword, Konomi 
explains the inspiration behind each piece, but 
they're best enjoyed without any expectation of 
understanding. From This Flame is another 
entrancing collection of genre-defying manga 
from a publisher that's quickly becoming a must- 
follow. Recommended. (Shaenon K. Garrity) 


FROM THIS FLAME: COPYRIGHT OUMI KONOMI (FROM THIS FLAME PUBLISHED BY GLACIER BAY BOOKS) 


The world 
was born 
from the 


The Song of Yoru and Asa 

Yoru, a hot, brooding indie rocker, joins a band 
fronted by the cocky but less talented Asaichi, a 
horndog who crows, “Why'd | want to be ina 
band? To get chicks!" Yoru has the voice, Asa 
has the attitude, and together they're set to 
lead the band to stardom. But during a post- 
concert orgy with some groupies, Asa acciden- 
tally has sex with Yoru, a mistake their band- 
mates find both improbable and amusing. 
Yoru, a man of few words, speaks up just 
enough to indicate he's open to further 
hookups, while Asa loudly protests that he's 
straight—but, this being a BL manga, he can't 


PUBLISHER 


Denpa 


STORY AND ART 
Harada 


RATING 
Mature 


the world 
come to 
be born? 


stop thinking about Yoru. 
Meanwhile, Shiori, one 
of the groupies (remember 
them?] has a handsome 
brother, lori, who isn't 
exactly the legitimate busi- 
nessman she says he is. 
When she drags lori to a con- 
cert, Yoru's magnetic stage 
presence awakens some- 
thing inside him, as indicated 
by a “sproing” sound effect 
emanating from his pants. 
For her part, Shiori would 
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THE SONG OF YORU & ASA: YORU TO ASA NO UTA © HARADA/TAKESHOBO 2015 


prefer to sleep with Yoru, is willing to settle for 
Asa, but is just as happy rooting for sexy guy- 
on-guy makeouts. 

The Song of Yoru and Asa is standard BL 
material elevated by great art, an engaging rock- 
industry setting, a cheeky sense of humor, anda 
delightfully filthy translation. The dialogue is 
peppered with dirty jokes and f-bombs: “It was 
your own damn fault for growing out this girly 
f***ing hair! Get a f***ing haircut!” Busy, dia- 
logue-heavy pages give way to spectacular, 
sweat-drenched concert scenes and even 
sweatier sex scenes in which nothing is cen- 
sored. Artist Harada seems to delight in seeing 
how explicit she can get, drawing enormous full- 
frontal [or full-backside, as the position war- 
rants) shots of moments that other BL artists 
might discreetly cover. She has fun with the 
absurd elements of the story (Dude, nobody 
makes that kind of mistake!"] while taking the 
characters and the eroticism seriously. This is 
top-drawer BL for fans with a weakness for bad 
boys and rock-star swagger. Recommended. 
(Shaenon K. Garrity) 


5 Seconds Before a Wilch 
Falls in Love 

Early in 5 Seconds Before a 
Witch Falls in Love there's a 
battle between the two main 
characters, the witch-hunter 
Lilith and the witch ... Meg. 
That's right: the witch-hunter 
is named for the Talmudic 
mother of daemons and the 
witch's name is Meg. This is 
gonna be long one. 

The first battle ends quickly 
with Lilith being turned into 
cat. If | were reading this for non-review pur- 
poses | might have wondered why a witch- 
hunter would attack witch whom she's not only 
fought before, but seems to be an arch-foe of, 
with no defense against magic. But as a critic, 
genre is my primary concern. This is primarily a 
yuri manga, so a well-thought-out magic system 
is less the point than romantic comedy. 

5 Seconds Before a Witch is so much better as 
a romantic comedy than as a fantasy manga that | 


PUBLISHER 


Sever 


ING 
Teen (13+) 
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could picture it as a live-action sitcom. The witch 
looks like any middling cartoonist's "cute witch" 
character, the demon is just a sexy woman with 
bat wings, and the angel is a generic blonde 
woman despite being named Samuel. Objectively, 
those are boring designs for supernatural crea- 
tures in a visual medium. Subjectively? Any story 
with a female angel named Samuel loses this 
Milton scholar's good will. 

The angel and demon don't need to be there 
anyway, as they take away the one thing the 
manga gets right: the banter between Meg and 
Lilith. The two get some funny lines, especially 
while Lilith is a cat. Never fight the manga tru- 
ism that talking cats always work. Disappoint- 
ingly, Lilith soon changes back, the manga is left 
flailing for direction, and the characters sud- 
denly start attending a modern-day Japanese 
high school that somehow exists in their D&D- 
style medieval village. 

Would | recommend 5 Seconds Before a 
Witch Falls in Love? No. Га usually soften that 
by admitting I’m not a big yuri fan and other 
readers may get more out of it, but l'm not sure 


that would be true in this case. There just isn't 
enough going on for most people to keep read- 
ing. The reason | picked this manga sight 
unseen is that 5 Seconds Before a Witch Falls 
in Love is a truly great title. Why five seconds? 
Are they different for non-witches? | can think 
of at least three plots for that title that would be 
more interesting than a lesbian retelling of 
“The Frog Prince” with extra wacky neighbors. 
There's a reason most retellings of “The Frog 
Prince” end with the kiss: because the trans- 
formation is the point! In a story that wasn't 
worried about page count, they could skip 
straight from Lilith reverting to human to the 
bonus chapter at the end without losing much. 
[Robert McCarthy] 


Үт a Wolf but My 

Boss Is a Sheep 

In a world populated by 
humanoids descended from 
animals, most people are 
split into either herbivore or 
carnivore ancestry. Each 
group has vestiges of their 
ancient forbearers still hard- 


PUBLISHER wired into their instincts. 
Seven Seas Entertainment 5 А 
^ етовүдмоАкт 0ogamithe wolf, formerly in 
Shine Shimizu the sales department of 
RATING 


13+ Mikado Bedding, has trans- 
ferred to the planning depart- 
ment, which develops new products. The entire 
planning department is staffed by sheep, and 
0ogamifinds himself crushing hard on his boss 
Mitsuji-san. 

Office romance gets an amusing glow-up and 
a charming twist, thanks to Shimizu's confident 
hand with both art and story. Oogami's preda- 
tory instincts put him in a series of awkward 
situations. Seemingly torn between love, lust, 
and gluttony, his primal urges are constantly 
confounded by Mitsuiji's steady bravery. As a 
sheep among predators, Mitsuiji sometimes 
falters at her job, trying to fend off her own 
flight reflexes in meetings full of carnivores, 
but she rises to each challenge and is the hero 
of her sheepish department. 

Full of humor and heart, My Boss Is a Sheep 
is a delightful spin on the workplace romcom, 
and the world is well thought out. The art com- 
pliments the plot; each character is unique, 
and their expressive faces and body language 
betray their animal natures. The characters all 
have different body types as well. Mitsuji is 
buxom and thick, contrasting with Oogami's 
lanky lupine build and differentiating her from 
the other sheep in her department. The realis- 
tic office backgrounds are a little cookie-cutter, 
but they get the job done, and the screentones 
add adequate contrast. As effective as the art 
is, the real heart of the book is the characters 
and their interactions, which have genuine 
charm. (Che Gilson] 


Young Ladies Don't Play 
Fighting Games 

In manga, every school has 
one knock-out gorgeous, 
cool-headed girl who makes 
everyone go absolutely 
bonkers when she passes by 
or gazes at them. In this 
manga, new transfer student 


PUBLISHER 
Seven Seas Entertainment Shirayu ri is that girl. Her 
ucc classmates call her "Shi- 
RATING rayuri-sama" and fawn over 


T her every move. On the other 


end of the popularity curve, Aya, a transfer stu- 


dent on a scholarship, is trying her best to fit in. 


I'M A WOLF, BUT MY BOSS IS A SHEEP!: © SHINO SHIMIZU 2021 


1" 7 


As in other comedy slice-of-life manga, like 
Komi Can't Communicate, the pretty girl has a 
secret. When Aya and Shirayuri meet by chance, 
Aya discovers Shirayuri's secret: she's obsessed 
with fighting games. Unfortunately for her, 
Kuromi Girls Academy forbids its students to own 
or play games on campus, including in the dorms. 
So when Aya catches Shirayuri busting out hit 
combos and К.0.5, Shirayuri is terrified of being 
found out. She begs Aya to not tell the teachers, 
but Aya has her own secret: she loves fighting 
games, too. Although she gave up on gaming to 
learn how to be a prim and proper young lady, Aya 
still has a burning love of fighting games. 

If you think this is a bland "cute girls do cute 
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things” manga, you're sorely mistaken. Young 
Ladies Don't Play Fighting Games takes a sharp 
turn from its cutesy opening to an action-packed 
fighting manga. Aya is quick to deny her love of 
games, but seeing Shirayuri play so effortlessly 
ignites her passion once again. Naturally, when 
Shirayuri asks her to fight, she obliges. The inten- 
sity of the girls’ focus on winning is comical and 
often chaotic. They risk a lot to sneak off to play, 


DAILY REPORT ABOUT MY WITCH SENPAI: © MAKA MOCHIDA 2020 
ауу; 


as even having а game cartridge оп campus is 
grounds for expulsion, but that doesn t stop them 
from playing round after round of 1vs.1 fights. 
Each volume is a quick read, with the fight 
scenes filled with sketched-in attacks and sound 
effects and the non-game action focused on the 
girls' efforts to find safe places to play. The art- 
work shifts between beautifully drawn shojo 
characters to intense, bloody battles throughout 


the first volume. It often feels like two different 
manga, getting fixated on the game action and 
then pulling back just enough to break up the 
battles with character moments. It’s hilarious 
when the girls get so into a game that their 
noses bleed or they jump out a window to avoid 
being caught, and the comic timing is consis- 
tently great. So far, the story is about Aya and 
Shirayuri's newfound rivalry, but hopefully future 
volumes will introduce some 
more gamers to keep the 
dynamic from growing stale, 
or at least to broaden their 
game library. 

As of the first two vol- 
umes, Young Ladies Don't 
Play Fighting Games has yet 
to develop into a truly 
engrossing series, but it's 
still very promising. If you're 
looking for a fast-paced new 
read and are partial to video 
games, you'll likely enjoy this 
series. (Brianna Fox-Priest) 


Daily Report About 
My Wilch Senpai 
Full of sparkly stars, magic, 
and romance, Daily Report 
About My Witch Senpai 
weaves a warm spell around 
the reader's heart. Misono, 
an average young salaryman, 
has a unique co-worker, 
Shizuka, a witch working in 
the big city. Despite her 
magic, Shizuka lives an aver- 
age life, working at an office 
and flying home on her 
broom at the end of the day. 
While office romance is 
front and center, this is also 
a touching tale of breaking 
away from bad relationships. 
Misono notices how hard 
Shizuka works and what a 
people pleaser she is. Her 
co-workers take advantage 
of her, asking her to run 
errands on her broom and 
stay late at work. Misono, 
concerned for Shizuka's 
well-being, advises her to 
take care of herself. As work 
increasingly throws them 
together, Misono's concern 
turns into a crush. Shizuka's 
feelings also shift, though she 
chalks Misono's kindness up 


Severi Soas Enteraiimeit: “TO just trying to be nice. When 
STORY AND ART Shizuka s crummy ex- 
RATING boyfriend Kou Hiwatari comes 
13+ Баск їо Tokyo, they both have 
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decisions to make. 

While the office backdrop is a little bland— 
there's no indication of what exactly the com- 
pany does—it doesn't diminish the plot. It's 
rewarding to see Shizuka's growth as a person 
and Misono's thoughtfulness in comparison with 
the callous Kou. Toward the end of Volume 1, 
Misono and Shizuka, finally realize the depths of 
their feelings for each other, but this may only 
be the beginning of bigger trials ahead. The art 
is winning, with a motif of star patterns that 
adds to the sense that the world is full of magic. 
The characters look younger than the twenty- 
somethings they're supposed to be, to the point 
that at first glance the book could be mistaken 
for a high school romance, but they're expres- 
sive and adorable to look at. The softly rounded 
linework adds sweetness to the characters and 
mirrors the gentleness of the plot. (Che Gilson) 


Welcome Back, Alice 

Like an overstuffed suitcase, 

Welcome Back Alice has a lot 

4 to unpack, more than can be 
= AA! inasi i 

[ A Ki done in a single review. But f 

Welter! 1 lets begin with the plot: Yohei, 

P | Kei, and Yui have been friends 

| NNI | forever. Yohei, an awkward and 

naive young man, nurses a 


PUBLISHER crush on Yui. The more worldly 

STORY AND ART Kei tells Yo how to masturbate, 
Shuzo Oshimi : : : 

EANNG allowing Yo to privately indulge 


Unrated/Older Teen his fantasies about Yui. Every- 
thing comes crashing down 
when Yo discovers Yui confessing her feelings to 
Kei. The love triangle seems to be torn apart for- 
ever when Kei suddenly moves to Hokkaido. 

Fast forward three years to high school, when 
Yo decides to finally make his move toward Yui. 
But on their first day of class, Kei makes a stun- 
ning return as a beautiful girl, announcing that 
he's "done being a boy" and has received special 
permission to wear a girl's uniform to school. 
(He continues to use male pronouns.) Yo and 
Yui's emotional lives are abruptly upended. Yohei 
finds himself torn between the girl he's had a 
crush on for years and unexpected stirrings 
toward Kei. Meanwhile, Kei sexually torments 
both Yohei and Yui, preying on their hormones 
and confusion. 

Many readers may be taken aback by what 
can be read as homophobia and transphobia, but 
this isn't a trans story. Any attempts to nail down 
the central characters’ gender or sexuality are 
constantly thwarted. It actually helps to start by 
reading Oshimi's afterword, wherein he talks 
about his own struggles with masculinity as dic- 
tated by society. The manga allows him to work 
through a slew of insecurities through the lens 
of horny teenagers. Oshimi's naked honesty 
about himself and his characters creates a com- 
pelling drama out of material that, in other 
hands, could turn into either porn or ill-con- 


HELLO, MELANCHOLIC!: © 2019 YAYOI OHSAWA 


making music for the pure joy and creativity of it. 


: | Hibiki is determined to lure Minato into her band 
! and outmaneuvers all of Minato's protests. Sud- 


denly Minato finds herself with a circle of friends 
and a possible love interest in Hibiki. Of course, 
her shy reserve keeps her from seeing what's 
right in front of her. 

Hello Melancholic! is Ohsawa's first foray into 
high-school romance. In the afterword, they note 


' that they primarily draw yuri manga featuring 
' office ladies in love. Happily, this book perfectly 


captures the awkward teen years, and it's fun to 


‚ follow characters who are passionate about an 


art form. Even the choice of instruments for 
each girl in the band becomes an opportunity to 


' suggest their individual quirks: there are drums, 


trombone, a flute, and two guitarists. Ohsawa's 
art is skillful, with a sketchy, organic quality 
which adds some rock n' roll grunge to every 


` page. Though the characters all have similar 
' face shapes, their features, hair, and height are 


varied enough to differentiate everyone. Their 
expressions are hilarious and capture the high 
emotions of the teenage years. As the protago- 
nist, high-strung Minato gets the most page 


' time, and she's sympathetic enough to deserve 


it. Readers will cheer for Minato and Hibiki to get 
together. (Che Gilson] 


Penguin and House 
Everyone should be lucky 
enough to have a tiny, 
adorable penguin butler! But 
only Hayakawa is so blessed. 
His tiny pet penguin Pen 
(a.k.a. Pen-chan, a.k.a. Pen- 
taro, a.k.a. Penguin) navi- 
gates daily life with luck and 


ER 


ceived comedy. The book is skillful but demand- 
ing, full of emotion and big questions about gen- 
der, orientation, and sex. 

Welcome Back Alice will not appeal to every- 
one, and some readers may find it repellant for 
plenty of reasons. But those who have enjoyed 
Oshimi's other boundary-pushing work, and read- 
ers looking for an honest dissection of teenage 
sexuality in all its messiness, will find a lot of 
depth. Oshimi's art, with its strong sense of com- 
position and confident ins, walks hand in hand 
with the story. The characters look consistent 
throughout the book and the panels flow easily 
for a seamless, immersive reading experience. 
Welcome Back Alice isn't necessarily comfort- 
able, but it is compelling and raw. (Che Gilson) 


. music, passion, and friend- 


‚ Scarred by her experiences іп 
‚ junior high, she fades into the 
| background, even when play- “一 一 一 一 
ing her trombone in a local competitive orches- 

‚ tra. Minato is shocked when an outgoing upper- 


Hello Melancholic! 
Hello Melancholic! is a sweet 
slow-burn romance about 


ship. Tall and clumsy, Asano 
Minato is a first-year high 
school girl with no friends and 
no prospects for making any. 


PUBLISHER 
STORY AND ART 


RATING 
13+ 


classman tracks her down and invites her to join 


‚ a рапа. Lively and optimistic, Hibiki is everything 


Minato isn't: pretty, confident, and devoted to 


Seven Seas Entertainment 


Yayoi Ohsawa 


14 FUBESHER exuberance. Eager to please 

MA STORY AND ART his owner, the super-talented 

THERE USED |, ^""** Pen braves the grocery store, 

КОБЕ E | oe waits on Hayakawa’s friends, 
TONS OF knits sweaters, and cooks 

INSTRUMENTS three meals a day. While the relationship is a bit 
AND SHEET ' one-sided, Hayakawa does try his best for his 

MUSIC. 4 extraordinary penguin. 


Full of small adventures and domestic chores, 
Penguin and House is a sweet treat, possibly as 


PENGUIN & HOUSE: @AKIHO IEDA/KODANSHA, LTD 


T I 
` ШИН Ш 
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good as one of Penguin’s custom cakes. The art 
is extremely simple and the humans, especially 
Penguin’s owner, are barely doodles. But the 
simple style works with the straightforward 
short chapters and gentle humor. Penguin him- 
self is a basic oval with a face drawn on it. His 
blank, staring eyes absorb the world and convey 
far more than any dialogue could. The back- 
grounds are typical photo-referenced buildings 
and backdrops that could easily be copied and 
pasted from a clipart book. 

Although the art is only serviceable, Penguin 
and House is an entertaining slice-of-life manga 
with enjoyable characters. The funniest 


moments come from Hayakwa s two best friends | 


and their reactions to Pen-chan. Seto thinks 
Penguin is the cutest thing ever and even 
secretly follows him on shopping trips, while the 
rough-and-tumble Ota treats Penguin as a 
friendly rival and is continually impressed with 
his phenomenal skills. There's no overarching 


plot, just a series of discrete one-to-two-chapter | 


stories detailing Реп 5 attempts to make his 
owner's life better. While Hayakawa makes 
clumsy attempts at expressing his appreciation, 
it never seems like enough. This tiny but mighty 
bird is sure to win over readers. (Che Gilson) 


Invisible Parade 
Cerebral, understated and 
defying all genre, /nvisible 
Parade includes thirteen 
short stories, brief vignettes 


der and deeply human, por- 


PUBLISHER 


the cusp of something odd. 


Glacier Bay Books Нам 
STORY AND ART This is a world where the f 
Mississippi smallest events become epic, 
RATING 


and the epic becomes sur- 
prisingly sweet. At first 
glance, the art style looks amateurish, but that 
belies the skill it takes to achieve such clarity 
and simplicity. Mississippi [a.k.a. Takashi 
Horiguchi) is an active illustrator, painter, and 
designer, and that skill comes through in the 
loose energetic line work. The loose, hand- 
drawn art adds a personal touch to the settings 
and a warmth to the stories. The empathy Mis- 
sissippi has for every subject and character ele- 
vates the small tales from the mundane to the 
transcendently human. 

Each story is surprising in its own way. One is 
about a man whose bicycle turns out to be an 
alien, and instead of scrapping the bike, he helps 
it get reconstructed into a new life as a friendly 
robot. In another, an aquarium cleaning mishap 
results in the loss of the tank's shrimp. Some of 
the short stories take place in a strange here- 
and-now where UFOs hover over a Kyoto suburb, 
while others take place in a far future where 
most real animals have been replaced by robots. 


Unrated/Teen 


where real life intersects with | 
the surreal. Each story is ten- | 


traying average individuals on | 


a ч ~~ ~ 


+ Px ho yi 


Ё 


* 


LET'S 
ESCAPE TO 
A HIGHER 
PLACE FOR 
NOW. 


CAN YOU 
BELIEVE THE 
GOVERNMENT 


ENOUGH 
SHELTERS? 


The Glacier Bay edition presents these stories | 
| їп a beautiful edition with blue ink and а dust 

' jacket. Each of the tales in Invisible Parade is a 

| unique gem polished to a warm shimmer. Dont · 28 
| be dissuaded by the higher price point; this book | $ 
` is a keeper and worth returning to over and over | 

| again. Recommended. (Che Gilson) 


| Sakamoto Days 

| There's a staple convention of what might be 

' called the “dad fiction" genre: that of being the 

| best at something in one's youth before settling 
' down to suburbanite life, only for circumstances 
| to arise that show the hero has “still got it." As 

| fiction—and only as fiction—this framing rules 

ı and | welcome it in shonen manga, not just 

| seinen manga or Liam Neeson movies. Enter 
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IS THIS 
FOR 
REAL? 


a С 


CITIZENS, 
PLEASE CALM 
DOWN... 


Sakamoto Days by Yuto 
Suzuki. Taro Sakamoto was 
once the best: in this case, a 
top assassin in the Japanese 
underworld. But he aban- 
doned his life of crime to set- 
tle down and start a family, 
turning into the fat coach 
from Slam Dunk in the 


EU HER process. But what both regu- 
STORY AND ART lar townsfolk and the shadow 
Yuta шада leagues of assassins fail to 

RATING 


realize is that pudgy, apron- 
clad, middle-aged (hold on, is 


Teen+ 


“he even 30 years old?!) dad running the register 
| at the small-town convenience store ... is STILL 
| the greatest legendary assassin! 


INVISIBLE PARADE: COPYRIGHT MISSIS 
PARADE PUBLISHED BY GLACIER BAY BOOKS) 


Therein lies the glory of Sakamoto Days. The 
premise seems grim, and the villains tend toward 
beheading and dismembering one another, but 
despite Suzuki's talent for drawing gritty action 
there's plenty of visual absurdity to an overweight 
clerk demonstrating superhero-level strength, 
speed, and resilience while using weaponry con- 
sisting largely of convenience-store items such as 
cough drops, frying pans, and the classic non- 
lethal technique of “just pick up a refrigerator and 
slam them with it.” You see, Sakamoto has sworn 
to kill no more! More or less. 

Volume 1, as expected, focuses on introducing 
the premise and supporting cast, particularly 
the clairvoyant hitman Shin who becomes 
Sakamoto's first employee. Future volumes will 
reveal more sinister (and silly!) criminals, but as 
long as Shin reads minds and Sakamoto mostly 
communicates in thought bubbles rather than 
speaking aloud, | encourage readers to hear 
Sakamoto's lines as though voiced by Garfield. 
(Daryl Surat) 


Into the Deepest, Most 
Unknowable Dungeon 
Into the Deepest, Most 
Unknowable Dungeon sells 
itself as an isekai story for 
people who don t like isekai. 
Author Kakeru has been in 
the ero-manga trade for a 


mw long time, with a blog running 
seven PUBLISHER — | as far back as the late aughts, 
STORYANDART around the time when digital 
Макав tablets and Pixiv were becom- 
RATING 


Mature ing ubiquitous among indie 
manga creators. Dungeon is 
certainly in the wheelhouse of Seven Seas's 
more adventurous Ghost Ship imprint, fulfilling 
the promise of plenty of sex and violence, with 
bare breasts popping out and goblins being 
cleaved in two in the first chapter. The question 
is: does all of this add up to a good manga? 

The setup is the same as countless other 
isekai: a down-on-his-luck salaryman is hit by a 
truck, dies, and is reborn in another world. He 
becomes Jean, a regular human without any 
special abilities, starting over as an infant and 
using memories of his previous life to gain a 
very slight advantage over those around him. 
After working hard to sculpt his body and hone 
his fighting skills, he's given the chance to 
enroll in a school for aspiring adventurers, 
where he throws himself wholeheartedly into 
preparing for a career filled with danger, 
romance, and untold rewards. An encounter 
with an ambitious young woman immediately 
complicates things and Jean realizes that he 
has a very limited understanding of how things 
work in this world, which leads to some awk- 
wardly intimate situations. 

To put it simply, Jean’s urge for adventure is 
met head-on by his desire for some extra 


INTO THE DEEPEST, MOST UNKNOWABLE DUNGEON: © KAKERU 2020 


MEMBER. 


warmth in his bed at night, and Dungeon asks, 
“Why not both?” This could be the impetus for a 
fun, trashy affair, but the manga then goes on at 
length to world-build around the idea that 
women’s role is to support strong men by reliev- 
ing their stress and making themselves avail- 
able for a tumble in the hay. Dungeon presents 
sex as a ladder for female adventurers to climb 
up in the world, and doubles down on the idea of 
women as Sex toys just when you think it’s time 
for the notion to be subverted a little. At least 
the female characters are presented as compe- 
tent fighters, but their role in the party's dun- 
geon crawl remains servile. 

Looking past the pervasive sexism, the plot 
doesn't develop much beyond "these guys want 
to go into this cave." The best moments, which 


are few and far between, come from a handful of 
unexpectedly witty turns of phrase, thanks to a 
localization that's much better than Dungeon 
deserves. 

If Dungeon is meant to be satire, it's not par- 
ticularly good satire. If it’s meant to be erotic, it 
doesn't titillate all that much either. Dungeon 
won't teach you how to nock an arrow or handle 
a sword, and it spends so much time explaining 
how its world works that the volume ends before 
anyone gets more than a couple of steps into the 
first dungeon. Readers with good taste will leave 
this manga in the deepest, most unknowable 
section of their local bookstore, while readers 
who are there for the smut will be too frustrated 
with the low boob-to-text ratio to read much 
past the first sex scene. (David Estrella] 
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2.5 Dimensional Seduction 
In the war between 2-D fan- 
tasy and 3-D human beings, 
everyone is a loser except for 
those who walk the fine line 
between the two. 2.5 Dimen- 
sional Seduction, by Yu 
Hashimoto, a relative 
unknown in manga, is an 


PUBLISHER 424 
Seven Seas Entertainment unexpectedly good-spirited 
STORY AND ART look at a hopeless otaku torn 
тоо between his obsession with 
RATING 


Older Teen fictional characters and a 
real-life girl who may be even 
more obsessed with his favorites than he is. 

Abandoned by his mother at a young age and 
continuously bullied by girls, Okumura is primed 
to retreat into crushes on anime characters. As 
the sole remaining member of the Manga Club 
at his school, he's prepared to sequester himself 
in his sanctuary, a club room brimming with 


LET NO IF You | | 
ONE TELL CONETHING | 
YOU IT 后 - J| 
GOOD OR 
BAD! 


MY FAVORITE 
HEROINE, 
ИШЕ’! 


2.5 DIMENSIONAL SEDUCTION: @ 2019 BY YU HASHIMOTO 


sexy manga and voluptuous figures with cast-off 
clothing. Just when he's settled in with his 
favorite anime, in bursts Lilysa Amano, a 
bespectacled beauty who proudly declares that 
she loves manga and wishes to join the club. 
Before Okumura can shout "fake geek girl" 
Lilysa is stripping down to her underwear and 
gearing up in cosplay after misreading Oku- 
mura's steadfast devotion to fictional sexpots. 
While | believe that 2.5 Dimensional Seduction 
has its heart in the right place, be forewarned 
that this manga challenges how much nudity a 
title can get away with under an Older Teen 
label. Most chapters climax with girls getting 
their tops removed for one reason or another 
and accidentally falling over our hero, putting 
him in danger of receiving the soft, squishy grat- 
ification he desperately tries to deny himself. 
After all, what would his waifu, Liliel, think if he 
started developing feelings for a real person? 
2.5Dis filled to the brim with sex comedy 


stereotypes, but it's 
=== also refreshing іп 
its willingness to 


= explore the pervy 
s= interests of otaku 
Е, =” f 
Е girls without getting 
s 1 PEOPLE WHO © too weird about it. 
PURSUE THEIR 


Lilysa is drawn to 
the characters she 
cosplays for the 
combination of sexi- 
ness and power 
| they represent, and 
| she has a keen eye 
for details that help 
her translate a flat 
| drawing into a cos- 
tume that even the 
cynical Okumura 
can appreciate. The 
most interesting 
thing about 2.5Dis 
that it takes the 
mentality behind 
^ fandom seriously 
and reflects the 
= common real-life 
story of cosplayers 
° finding confidence 
. through playing 
manga and anime 
characters (“Whoa, 
so women can talk 
about this stuff?"], 
all in the package of 
a silly ecchi manga 
that revels in tried- 
and-true tropes. 
While nothing 
revolutionary, 2.5 
Dimensional 
Seduction is a well- 


PASSION WITH 
PRIDE ARE 
AWESOME!! J 


rror T 
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made manga that, underneath all the fanservice, 
is genuinely interested in the confusion of adoles- 
cence and the challenges of reconciling reality 
with fantasy. Most of the elements are pure delu- 
sional fantasy, but sometimes hyper-exaggerated 
manga scenarios can remind us of the rare 
sparks of magic in our mundane lives. Few of us 
will ever be forced to hang out with a hot cos- 
player with a deep love of smutty manga, but it's 
still nice to imagine. [David Estrella) 


I Can’t Believe 

I Slept with You 

We've all made bad choices 
when it comes to romantic 
partners. Unfortunately, for 
24-year-old Chiyo Koduka, 
hers is intertwined with the 
needs of her daily life. Broke 
and unemployed, she’s 


PUBLISHER behind on her rent and has no 
Seven Seas Entertainmènt Lcd dde So when 
STORY AND ART Idea What to 00, 99 When Rel 
Miyako Miyahara landlord Hara Ritsuka comes 
RATING 


to her with a simple proposi- 
tion, she accepts. The deal in 
question? A one-night stand. Chiyo immediately 
regrets her decision, but it’s too late. She’s 
entangled herself in what grows into a live-in 
relationship with her landlord! Oops. 

This might sound like the setup for a drama, 
but | Can t Believe | Slept with You is a light yuri 
rom-com that'll have you regularly laughing as 
you turn the pages. Chiyo insists that she regrets 
having slept with Hara and makes a big deal out 
of what she’s done. But to make up for all the 
rent back payments she’s missed, she continues 
giving Hara “favors”—to the point that Hara even 
creates a payment schedule to help illustrate 
the deal Chiyo is getting. 

Chiyo might be indignant about what she's 
doing to get by, but Hara seems less exploitative 
than simply lonely and looking for a relationship. 
She makes it a point to remind Chiyo that every- 
thing that happens is something she's consented 
to. She also appears to have struggled in the past 
with her sexual identity, something Chiyo is not 
initially kind about. But as the two continue to 
spend time together, it becomes clear that the 
two are surprisingly suited to each other. 

1 Can't Believe | Slept with You has a lot of fun 
exploring a relationship where the couple goes 
“all the way” right away. Before becoming 
friends, before getting to know each other, even 
before deciding whether they want to be a cou- 
ple, they've entered into something of an awk- 
ward agreement. Their efforts to build a rela- 
tionship after sleeping together makes for a 
truly original contemporary love story. 

The art is attractive and cleanly inked, clearly 
illustrating the slight age difference between 
Chiyo and Hara and emphasizing their unique 
personalities. Chiyo, a nerdy gaming and anime 
fan, feels-down-to-earth and relatable. Hara is 


154 


I CAN'T BELIEVE | SLEPT WITH YOU!: 
© MIYAHARA MIYAKO 2020 


alternately calm, supportive, and intriguingly 
calculating. The art brings the characters to life 
in a way that doesn't always happen in yuri 
romances. 

A fun read for anyone looking for an out-of-the- 
ordinary yuri series, / Can't Believe | Slept with 
You is unorthodox from the very beginning. That's 
exactly the reason to jump in and see where it 
takes you. Recommended. (Brittany Vincent] 


Tribute to Star Wars 

My favorite output from Viz 
Media’s ongoing collaboration 
with Disney to date is this 
hardcover art book, a collec- 
tion of glossy full-page illus- 
trations of key moments and 
characters from the Star Wars 
saga, each by a different note- 
worthy Japanese artist. It’s a 
fitting subject for such a col- 
laboration: as the foreword 
deftly notes, Star Wars was 
inspired in part by Japanese 
culture and film, and over the years the series 
has inspired Japanese artists who in turn inspired 
later installments of the Star Wars mythos. 


PUBLISHER 
Viz 


STORY AND ART 


Various Artis! 


RATING | 
Unrated/All Ages 


The tribute illustrations 
are presented alphabeti- 
cally by artist's name, with 
each entry accompanied by 
- a short comment from the 
artist along with a profile 
bio and a list of their major 
works. Many of the fea- 
tured artists have at least 
some work available in 
official English transla- 
tion, though there are 
exceptions, such as Kazuo 
Mafune of Super Doctor K and 
its sequel K2 fame. Most 
notably, Mobile Suit Gundam co- 
creator Yoshikazu Yasuhiko, 
whose illustration serves as the 
cover, admits that, yes, Char 
Aznable's helmet in Gundam is 
indeed just Darth Vader's hel- 
met colored white and with 
horns stuck on it. 
Nearly all of the tributes 
are based on either the orig- 
inal trilogy or the prequel 
trilogy; only a few artists 
chose to illustrate the 
recently concluded sequel tril- 
ogy and spinoffs, and none of 
the television/streaming entries 
are represented either. While 
this is no doubt a victory lap for 
the angry YouTubers out there 
who have helped turn Star Wars 
fandom into one of the most 
toxic fandoms of all (that distinction used to be 
for Star Trek], this is likely just a function of the 
fact that nearly every artist chose the Star Wars 
they first saw in their youth. For those yearning 
to see more recent Star Wars material repre- 
sented, don't worry: an entire artbook dedicated 
to Star Wars: Visions is just around the corner! 
(Daryl Surat) 


Summerlime Rendering 
Coming hot on the heels of 
announcements of an upcom- 
ing anime adaptation exclusive 
to the Disney+ streaming serv- 
ice, Summertime Rendering 
arrives with high expectations, 
receiving a high-profile 


PUBLISHER release before most people 
Udon 5 
ыг will have had a chance to 
STORY AND ART hi 
Yasuki Tanaka check out the anime. Sum- 
RATING mertime ran in the Shonen 


Unrated/Teen 


Jump+ digital service until 
serialization finished in early 2021. Udon Enter- 
tainment, a longtime presence in anime and video 
game art book publishing, is making an aggres- 
sive push to get English-language audiences 
caught up by dropping two batches of hardcover 
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Print Editions 
Now Available 


Both Otaku USA Special Print 
Editions are now available 
to order. COSPLAY USA, the 
all-Cosplay issue, and Otaku USA 
ANIME], the all-Anime issue. 


Purchase your copies only at 
the Otaku USA store: 


omnibus releases over the summer. Manga pub- 
lishers often catch flak for getting titles out after 
the anime airs, so this is an impressively quick 
turn-around on the publishing side of things. 

A young man, Shinpei, returns to his home- 
town after a long absence to attend the funeral 
of a childhood friend who drowned while 
attempting to save a little girl. Almost as sud- 
denly as he arrives, he begins to notice strange 
happenings that eventually culminate in blood- 


shed and tragedy. To describe more of the plot 
would risk spoilers, but given how loopy the first 
volume is, | can't claim to know where things are 
going from here. Part suspense-mystery, part 
time-travel adventure, and flavored with a sur- 
prising amount of teen angst, Volume 1 of Sum- 
mertime Rendering gets going from the first 
page and doesn't stop until the explosive final 
panel. It's a seamless read engineered for peo- 


ple who like to marathon a series from cover to 
cover without taking a break. 

Unhealthy reading habits aside, | get the 
sense that we ve been here before, and l'm not 
talking about the time loops in the story. The art 
style is attractive, the pacing is brisk, the con- 
cept sets up endless possibilities, but after fin- 
ishing the first volume and taking a step back to 
take it in, it sure does feel like Yasuki Tanaka has 
simply reinvented the wheel. Specifically, Sum- 
mertime Rendering 
has big-time Hig- 
urashi When They Cry 
vibes, and not neces- 
sarily in a good way. 
Too much feels 
cribbed from Ryuk- 
151107 5 evergreen 
time-looping sus- 
pense-mystery fran- 
chise about a group of 
kids contending with a 
shadowy force that has 
a stranglehold on a 
quiet Japanese village. 
The list of surface par- 
allels is extensive, and 
whether it's due to 
coincidence or inspira- 
tion, some of Sum- 
mertime's sharp 
twists and turns are 
muted by the fact that 
a wildly popular series 
did the same things 20 
years ago. 

Summertime Ren- 
dering is formulated 
for success in a way 
that makes it all but 
certain that it will do 
well, especially with 
the manga and anime 
rolling out side by 
side. It has broad 
appeal, like a binge- 
worthy TV series 
mixed with the aes- 
thetics of a Mamoru 
Hosoda film. Some of 
the teen drama is 
overwrought, like the 
simmering love quad- 
rangle that drives 
some of the characters’ more questionable deci- 
sions, but the series still has plenty of time to 
correct these issues and lean into its strengths. 
If you can overlook all the striking similarities to 
a certain other series about teenagers failing to 
avert ritualistic murders enacted by an inde- 
scribable evil during a particularly hot Japanese 
summer, you're sure to enjoy Summertime Ren- 
dering. (David Estrella] 
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The 100 Girlfriends Who 
Really, Really, Really, 
Really, Really Love You 
Aijo Rentaro has it bad. He's 
asked a hundred girls out and 
been turned down by every 
single one, with each rejec- 
tion crueler than the last. Fed 
up with being completely lost 
in the love department, he 
prays for assistance from 
above. One god decides to 
respond, but not in the way 
Aijo anticipated. The god 
appears to share his decree: 
Aijo will find not only the love of his life, but 100 
of them! Lucky, right? Not exactly. 

In The 100 Girlfriends Who Really, Really, 
Really, Really, Really Love You, it turns out it's 
possible to have too much of a good thing. Des- 
tined (or cursed?) to have over 100 girlfriends by 
the end of high school, Aijo becomes a love mag- 
net who attracts every girl he meets. All he 
needs to do is make eye contact with a girl, and 
a shock takes over their bodies. It's true love at 
first sight, and Aijo insists that he feels the same 
way. While it might be difficult for most people to 
juggle just one girlfriend, Aijo works on making 
every single one happy. 

That's not just because he's a nice guy, 
though. The God of Love warns that if Aijo does- 
n't return one of his soulmates feelings, they'll 
die. So Aijo has to work tirelessly to keep all the 
girls who fall for him happy, even if it means 
being at the center of the most expansive 
polyamorous relationship of all time. 

Getting to know Aijo's girlfriends is pretty 
interesting. His first two girlfriends, Hakari and 
Karane, even have some feelings for each other. 
The female characters are developed a bit beyond 
the stock harem manga types like "the tsundere 
one" or "the bookish one" and have some quirks 
to identify with. Further, the shenanigans this 
growing harem gets into can be hilariously ridicu- 
lous. The story is full of self-referential humor, 
with Aijo pointing out "wasted panels" and talking 
about how many pages the reader has had to 
plow through to get to a certain point. 

It might stick to familiar romcom conventions, 
but at least The 100 Girlfriends is trying to do 
something a little different with them. It gets a 
lot of gags out of stretching the concept of 
harem manga to the max. If you enjoy meeting 
the love interest in a manga over and over again, 
you'll find plenty to love about The 100 Girl- 
friends. But you'd better love them all. Equally. 
(Brittany Vincent] 


PUBLISHER 
Seven Seas Entertainment 


STORY 
Rikito Nakamura 


ART 
Art by Yukiko Nozawa 


RATING 
15+ 


Manga Diary of a Male Porn Star 

Have you ever wondered how porn stars get 
their start? Or what the daily life of someone just 
breaking into the business might be like? 
Kairuno Erefante creates a hilarious and relat- 


able account of his experi- 
ence in Manga Diary of a Male 
Porn Star, a refreshing and 
honest view of what adult film 
hopefuls go through on their 
way to doing the deed, profes- 
sionally. 

Kairuno's story begins with 
him as a down-on-his-luck, 


БУР CEDE MAN recently divorced bachelor. 
. storYANDART Hanging out with his friends 
Kairuno Erefante Н ht he meets with 
RATING one Mgnt, P 


15+ an acquaintance who offers 
him work on the set of an 

adult film. Needing the money, and curious 
about what that world is like, Kairuno gives it a 
try. He's immediately enticed by seeing beautiful 
women naked, but he soon becomes serious 
about putting in the hard work and perseverance 
to make it in the industry. 

This journal-style series could be played just 
for laughs or cheesecake, but it’s fascinatingly 
educational, especially for readers who have no 
ideas what goes into shooting the hyper-pol- 
ished, heavily edited pornography that goes to 
the mass market. Kairuno depicts himself in the 
most nonsexual manner possible, as a nonde- 
script hot dog-like creature. Other characters, 
including the women who star opposite him as 
he works his way up from performing small-fry 
tasks to full-fledged sex scenes, are drawn with 
more realism. But this story isn't about looking 
great or titillating the audience. It's about shar- 
ing experiences. 

Manga Diary of a Male Porn Star is full of 
laughs, genuine moments between Kairuno and 
his coworkers, and a sense of pride for a man 
who had to pick up the pieces of his life and start 
down a completely different road. And if you're 
into it, it can be kind of sexy, too. Who doesn't 
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want to think about helping bring pleasure to 
other people? Recommended. (Brittany Vincent) 


The Girl | Want is So 
Handsome! 

Hinami Ayukawa just started 
high school, and she's 
already in love. The object of 
her affection? The handsome 
Shiki Hiiragi, who's super 
into basketball. Hinami isn't 
exactly very athletic herself, 


e 1 Want 


is So Handsome/ 


PUBLISHER : 
Seven Seas Entertainment but she’s enthralled by 
STORY AND'ART Shiki's charm. Before she 
RATING knows it, she's managing the 


= basketball team while still 


trying to refine the confes- 
sion of love she 
wants to deliver to 
Shiki. Nothing went 
right when Hinami 
tried to be honest the 
first time, but she 
has plenty of oppor- 
tunities to make it 
right while hanging 
out with Shiki and 
her teammates. 

In The Girl | Want 
is So Handsome! we 
watch an innocent 
teenage girl spiral as 
she falls ever deeper 
in love with her 
attractive senpai. 
Throughout this 
lighthearted queer 
romance, Hinami 
plays the familiar role 
of the shy but friendly 
girl who's desperate 
to get closer to her 
cool, athletic crush 
instead of standing on the 
sidelines all the time. It's 
a tale as old as manga, 
but it's a lot of fun, even 
for readers who aren't 
usually into the silliness 
that comes attached to 
will-they-or-won't-they 
romantic relationships. 

The manga's best run- 
ning gag is that Hinami 
consistently deludes her- 
self into thinking situa- 
tions have played out in a 
different way than they 
actually have. She takes things out of context, 
makes grand assumptions, and fantasizes about 
events that haven't happened. Watching her 
come to terms with reality can be extremely 
entertaining, even if it's at her detriment as she 
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realizes that she's yet again failed to catch 
Shiki's eye. 

Much of the story is predicated on how long 
it'll take for two characters who clearly com- 
plement the other to come together, which 
could grow tiring if drawn out for too long. For- 
tunately, The Girl | Want reaches a satisfying 
conclusion in one omnibus volume. It's a deli- 
cate dance between funny situations and more 
tender moments between two individuals who 
yearn to be less lonely and find someone who 
understands them, but it can be something of a 
slow burn. 

The Girl | Want is So Handsome! is just about 
as wholesome as titles in this genre get, which 
makes it a great foundational title for anyone 
interested in LGBTQ+ romcoms. It's carefree, 


THE GIRL I WANT IS SO 
HANDSOME!: © 2019 YUAMA 


honest, and at times absolutely hilarious. It 
never delves into dark territory and gives off a 
bubbly shojo vibe. It isn't particularly ground- 
breaking, but true love never has to be. It just 
has to feel good. (Brittany Vincent) 


VINYWA 


early fifteen years ago, Mitsuo Iso—a beloved animator, 
N: and director—had been all over the place. 

While he started work on a Gundam production, he is 
primarily known for his key animation in such projects as 
Evangelion, Kill Bill, Ghost in the Shell, as well as several 
Studio Ghibli movies. But he really didn’t launch into the spot- 
light until he created, wrote, and directed the 26-episode 2207 
anime Den-noh Coil [you can read more about this little show in 
the side bar), which might as well be called “Science is Great: 
The Series.” |, however, have never watched this series, so you 
can imagine my befuddlement as to what all the hype was 
about regarding Iso's latest anime (technically, it's a minis- 
eries), The Orbital Children. All that | was aware of going into 
the six-episode series (which, interestingly, was originally just 
two parts] and that it was, from my understanding, a spiritual 
successor to Ino's predecessor series. Do what | wanted to 
know was if The Orbital Children was able to successfully get 
its point across in just six 30-minute episodes. 

Iso's latest production focuses on a group of five children liv- 
ing in the near future (roughly two decades after the events of 
Den-noh Coil, apparently) getting tangled in a life-or-death sit- 
uation. The Earth-born children Taiyo, Mina, and Hiroshi—a 
hacker, a space YouTuber, and a geek, respectively—recently 
won a competition to visit the commercial space station Anshin, 
which is inhabited by the last two lunar colony-born children, 
hacker Touya and terminally ill childhood friend Konoha (their 
fragile physicality is always at the forefront). The two off-Earth 
children are poised to welcome the Earth-born tour group 
aboard Anshin, when the space station's Al shorts out and a 
strange asteroid passes too close for comfort. With nothing but 
limited oxygen, light, and gravity—not to mention an encounter 
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with a terrorist group called John Doe who are piloting the 
asteroid toward Earth to destroy it, as guided by something 
called the Seven Poem, which contains an Al prediction that the 
planet's population must be decreased by any means neces- 
sary in order to save it. 

Right away, anyone coming in here for a quirky space adven- 
ture with no stakes whatsoever will be grossly disappointed. 
The early part of the film pretty much sets the stakes as the 
kids try to survive as they maneuver through the confines of the 
station. Major props to the production folks at Production +h for 
really knocking the ball out of the park. The entire station is 
constructing in a very convincing manner, which, despite being 
well designed, has too many physical failings to count—the 
bulkheads meant to prevent oxygen loss don't properly func- N | 
tion, there's junk all over the place, апа even (һе егпегдепсу 
shelters are poorly stocked, especially when you go back and y 
look at the in-world history of commercial acquisition. 

One thing the series really does well is explore hard sci-fi 
concepts with a more playful lens, as in, by way of the 
kids and the various technologies they carry. Most of 
the gadgets and gizmos shown in this series aren't 
too far a leap from some of the stuff we have 
today. Case in point, Mina’s constantly stream- 
ing smart glove, in addition to her obsession 
with self-promotion in life-threatening sit- 
uations, would make her fit right into 
today’s TikTok era. That's another thing, 
too; The Orbital Children isn’t afraid to lets 
it characters be annoying, albeit not in the more 
obvious obnoxious way. Moralistic inflexibility is 
just as much a hindrance to everything as 
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Children is an 


out-of-this- 


world anime 
in all the 


right ways. 
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nihilism born from terminal illness, but eventu- 
ally they come to a compromise for the sake of 
others. This is evident through the joining of 
their own distinct drones into a single entity. 

The Orbital Children also has a deep explo- 
ration of Al, morality, and responsibility that 
makes it quite incredible, particularly of the 
classic conundrum: “Is it worth sacrificing the 
few for the needs of the many?” Luckily, our fun- 
sized heroes answer with a firm no. Touya’s 
characterization of being open to idea of wiping 
out a part of the Earth population is a firm 
reminder of how isolated youth can get swept up 
in ecofascist rhetoric while still sounding logical. 
Not only that, but the series also rejects the idea 
of Konoha, being the terminally ill one, sacrific- 
ing herself to make a connection with the Al, as 
the other characters fight to save her. The idea 
happening in all of this is that humans as indi- 
vidual people lose their intrinsic value under the 
notion of humanity, which can be considered as 
the bigger picture; as such, losing a few humans 
doesn't matter as long as it's about the bigger 
picture. But the series rejects this notion—every 
life is importance and no one life should deserve 
to die just because of some greater good. 

The second half of the series is a very differ- 
ent beast from the first, with plot threads previ- 
ously woven coming back together to weave a 
unique picture of speculative fiction in such a 
way that it no longer resembles a disaster. 


Instead, what we get is more of an examination 
on mankind's future and intelligence in general, 
specifically the intelligence of Al [particularly its 
definition of humans and humanity] and the vari- 
ous attitudes toward it—observance control or 
uninhibited freedom. Ultimately, the true path is 
a compromise. It’s certainly a level up for most 
run-of-the-mill science-literate films. 

The Orbital Children provides plenty of food for 
thought, far more than you might be expecting. 
The structure of the entire series is very mucha 
like a puzzle where every individual element 
serves multiple purposes that only become clear 
in hindsight. You might need to take a few breaks 
just to sit and think about some of the concepts, 
but what the show ultimately says: humans are 
changed by technology, which influences the 
technology they create, which ultimately influ- 
ence the next generation, but you can’t limit any- 
one’s experiences without trusting them first. 
And | won't spoil how everything ends, because 
it’s one heck of a knockout, but what you have 
here is a well-thought-out package that's defi- 
nitely worth your time. 


The Orbital Children is available from Netflix. 
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Q ! A К We bet you know how this works already, but for those of you in the 
cheap seats, our manga section is printed in the correct Japanese 
format, to be read from right to left. Begin on the upper right of 
each two-page spread, reading each panel right-to-left, from the 


right page to the left. Click the arrow on the right side to advance to 
the following pages. 


BOMBA! 


PAGE 39 


Story and Art by Osamu Tezuka 


Tetsu is a Seemingly normal student whose passionate love for his teacher 
turns violent in the most unexpected of ways when another suitor attempts 
to stand between them. Haunted by his family’s past, Tetsu must learn to 
navigate his desire and quell his rage if he hopes to find peace and solace 
in his relationships with others. 


Available now! 


© 2022 by Tezuka Productions. All rights reserved. 


SUMMER TIME RENDERING 
PAGE БІ 
Story and Art by Yasuki Tanaka 


Hearing the news of the passing of his childhood friend Ushio, Shinpei 
returns to his hometown in the remote island of Hitogashima to attend her 
funeral. Little does he know that it is the beginning of a summer full of 
mystery and horror! No one is prepared for the time twisting adventures 
ahead that defy life and death! 


Available now! 


©2017 by Yasuki Tanaka/SHUEISHA Inc. 


FREE Manga Previews ° FREE Manga Previews ° FREE Manga Previews 
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HA! 
YOU CAN'T 
SCARE US 

THAT EASILY! 


YOUR EARS 
PLAYING 
TRICKS 
ON You, 


I'VE 
HEARD IT 
A BUNCH 
OF TIMES! 
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WHAT? 
STRANCE 
NOISES 
FROM THE 
MEETING 
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I WAS HOPING 
FOR AN ANSWER 


I'D LIKE 


TO GET TO 
KNOW YOU 


A LITTLE 
BETTER 
BEFORE 
MAKING 
up MY 
MIND... 


ШЇ. 
ШШ 
lI 


| 


| 
| 


1 I CAN'T 
THAT'S 
A REAL TONIGHT. 
PITY. 
SAY... 
ABOUT 
WHAT 
WE DIS- 
CUSSED 
BEFORE 


FEEL LIKE 
T'VE KNOWN 
YOU FOR 
YEARS AND 
YEARS. 


THE 
WAY You 
TREAT THE 
STUDENTS 
IS... 


52 


I'VE 
GOT TWO 
TICKETS 
FOR THAT 
NEW MOVIE 
THIS 
EVENING. 
HOW ‘BOUT 
COMING 


I REALIZE 
I HAVEN'T 
BEEN 
AT THIS 
SCHOOL 
ALL THAT 
LONG... 


72%” 
Ф, x 


Ж 


4 


421759 
МОТА 
BIG DEAL 
OR 
ANYTHING, 


THE OTHER WHAT'S 
DAY I WAS ON И 2 p o: it TROUBLING 
THE PLATFORM, š “= You, 
WAITING FOR THE ! ) TETSU? 


LAST TRAIN. 


BUT INSTEAD 
OF THE TRAIN, 
THAT NOISE... 


JUST HEAR 
THE SOUND, 
AND DON'T SEE 
ANYTHING. 


RAN ШҮҮН 


BUT IF IT 
HAPPENS 
| llis AGAIN, 
ЕЗІ f JUST 
LL —ÉÁ—À TELL ME, 
OKAY? 
NO ONE ELSE. 
THEY'LL ONLY 
LAUGH AT 
YOU. 


I ALWAYS 
TRY TO GO 
AFTER IT, 
BUT... 


THEN NEXT TIME, 
IT'S SURE TRY TO BE 
TO GET BRAVE AND 


FIDGETY WAIT IT OUT. 
AND SHOW 


ITSELF. 
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WHY 
CAN'T YOU 
JUST ADMIT 


MAKE LIKE 
THERE'S A 
CHAIR BEHIND 
you! 


NOW YOU CAN 
SIT THERE ‘TIL 
YOU ADMIT YOU 
WERE WRONG! 


THE OTHER NIGHT, 
YOU MADE OTANI 
CLEAN THE GYM 
ALL BY HIMSELF. 
I THINK THAT'S 
GOING A LITTLE 
TOO FAR. 


FEH, OTANI? 
THAT KID'S 


BUT IT’S 
FOR THEIR 
OWN GOOD! 
IT'S NOT 
THAT I 
DON'T 
LIKE 'EM. 
TREAT "ЕМ 
TOO NICE, 
THOUGH, 
AND THEY'LL 
NEVER 
TAKE YOU 
SERIOUSLY. 


YOU MEAN 
THE WAY I 
SMACK THEM 
AROUND? 
FUNNY, 
THE VICE- 
PRINCIPAL 
SAID THE 
SAME THING 
JUST THE 
OTHER DAY. 


Ж? 
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A WASTE 
OF SPACE. 
STILL, 

HE SEEMS TO 
HAVE A REAL 
PROBLEM WITH 
AUTHORITY. 
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ARE 
YOU SURE 
IT IEN'T 
YOU WHO 
DISLIKES 
HIM, 
MR. KITO? 


CERTAINLY 
HOW IT 
SEEMS, 

ANYWAY... 
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WHAT 
REASON DID 
YOU HAVE TO 

PUNISH HIM 

LIKE THAT 


" 
ed Ir BUT IN IT, 


, _— HE BAD- 
AMET ; MOUTHED... 


WARNING... S A CERTAIN 


TEACHER. 


I HAVE IT. 


ITS CONTENTS our 


NOT ONLY 
ARE 50 ; = DID HE 


UNSPEAKABLE, Z x: 
; 7” А REFUSE TO 
3 ашат | | APOLOGIZE— 
| HE GOT 
ANYONE. € / pissy 
ABOUT 
IT! 


HE WAS BUT PEOPLE'S 
RITI LETTERS ARE PRIVATE! 
ы эы C WHAT GAVE YOU THE 
RIGHT TO READ IT? 
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CRYING 
WON'T 
HELP 
You! 
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ЕУЕМ І МАМТ ENOUGH... 


IF IT YOU TO CLEAN > NOW GEDDUP! 
TAKES THIS GYM UNTIL 业 mn 
ALL IT'S SPOTLESS. mi 


NIGHT! «(С ON YOUR OWN! 
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WASTEFUL 


YOU THINK 
NOTEBOOKS 
GROW ON 
TREES? 
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"WE SHALL NOT 
WANT UNTIL WE WIN”... 
LUXURY WAS THE ENEMY 

DURING THE WAR... 


NO NEED TO 
HIDE YOUR 
SCHOOLWORK, 
IS THERE? 


SHOW ME! 
RIGHT THIS 


WHEN 
I WAS IN 
SCHOOL, WE 
TREASURED 
EVERY LAST 
PAGE... 


HEY, WHATCHA 
HIDING THERE? 


WAIT, 
IS THIS 
A LOVE 

LETTER?! 
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*SIGN = BISTRO KOFUNE 


AND 
I...DIDN T. 


I TOLD HER 
NEXT TIME. 


THE DAY 
BEFORE I 
LEFT THE 
ISLAND... 


---USHIO 
ASKED ME 
TO MAKE 
HER CURRY. 


MUST 
BE RIGHT 
HARD FER 

SHINPEI, 


SO USHIO 
WAS NOT 
ONLY MY 
CHILDHOOD 
FRIEND... 


““ТНЕ 
KOFUNES 
TOOK 


ss SHE S 
ALSO MY 
FAMILY. 


A BANA A 


SO 


"s 
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| HISHIGATA 
OLDESTsSON[OFJ DR§HISHIGATAS 


SHINPEI?S;CHILDHOOD/FRIEND: 


USHIO... SHE 
WAS TRYIN’ 
TO SAVE A 


RIGHT , Са 221 NP DROWNIN’ KID... 
THERE WITH fi — i, ҚОҒА) AND SHE GOT 
HER, AND | — f SWEPT AWAY... 


UDON - SUMMER TIME RENDERING 
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NOTHIN’ 
BUT JES’ 
TALK THOUGH, 


HISHIGATA 
DID AN 


CAN'T 
BE TAKIN’ 
PICTURES 


A 
CAMERA 
FLASH 


USHIO’S 


@ 
N 
о 
рч 
N 
с 
х 

5 
0 

(= 

= 
Ey 
2 

Ф 

m 
ك‎ 

nd 
D 
= 
= 
m 
Ф 
= 
> 
= 
o 


= 
= 
o 
= 
І 
ul 
c 
= 
= 
m 
AJ 
=! 
= 
m 
AJ 
m 
= 
= 
m 
a 
= 
a 


August 2022 58 


THAT'S 
| SHIORI 
KOBAYAKAWA! 


THAT'S 
WHO USHIO 
SAVED. 


SHIORI, 
RIGHT 
THERE! 


4 SHE'S IN SUCH 
YA A SHOCK THAT 
| À - SHE HASN'T 

| : SHINPEI! SPOKEN 


1 


u 


[Ng 
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THING'S 
DONE AND 
GONE. 
CAN'T 


AND... 
WHEN 
EVERYONE | H 
ELSE'S 
CRYING... 


USHIO... 
I HEARD 
YOUR DAD 


BUT 
USHIO 


LOOK AT 
THAT LI'L 


SHE 
DROWNED, 
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THAT 
STORY'S WAY 
OVERBLOWN. 
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IT’S TIME 
FOR. THE 
PROCESSION. 
YOU MIND 
HELPIN’? 


| 


MASALITIO 


| KARIKIRI 
IM GHIEF/PRIESTYOF/HITOJSHRINEA 
HEADIOFATHE] 


KARIKIRI 
CARETAKERIOFATHEIISUAND:S 
RELIGIOUS)SERVICES: 


KAS ۶ Жы. 
MAT TAM 
YA ZA 5 
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WE WERE... 
HANGIN’ OUT AT 
THE BEACH BEHIND 
THE ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL. THE ONE 
TOURISTS DON’T 


SHIORI AND 
A COUPLE OF 
HER FRIENDS. 

SO SEVEN 

OF Ue. 


SHIORI GOT 
DOESN'T ІМ WASHED OUT. 
MAKE | 4 4 SHE wAS 
SENSE!! y USHIO DROWNIN 
| NOTICED 
FIRST. SHE 
GRABBED A 
FLOAT AND 
WENT AFTER 


TRIED 
TALKIN’ 
TO SHIORI, 
BUT SHE 
LOST HER 
VOICE... 


ME AND 
MIO WERE 
RIGHT BEHIND 
HER. WE DIDN’T 
SEE ANYONE 
ELSE OUT 
THERE... 


a/SHUEISHA Inc. 
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17 


2 YA 


YEAH?! MANN = MURDER 
Ç USHIO?! 


| H-HOW’S 
COULD ， 
| ANYONE 


August 2022 64 


uU 
<= 
te 
LU 
Cl 
e 
LU 
te 
LU 
= 
Е- 
te 
LU 
= 
= 
= 
щл 
[| 
e 
с 
Cl 
- 


[5] 
ШЕ 
< 
т 
” 
LU 
=) 
че 
0) 
= 

[o] 
x 

[t] 

S 
= 
х 

= 

6 
> 

> 
a 
N 
一 
о 
N 
© 


THIS'S THE 
NECKLACE 
USHIO WAS 
WEARIN’... 


2/ 


(7 
[A 
M 


THOUGHT 
YA SHOULD 
HAVE IT, 


7 А 


М 
< 


8 
SM 
= 
yy, AN 
(Md! N 
> 
— = 


| ...WEARING 
THIS? 


BUT THEY 
DECIDED IT 
COULDN'TA 

BEEN 

MURDER. 


ALAIN. AND 
THE COP... 
AND ME 
AND DAD. 
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USHIO! 
...AGAIN!! 
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UDDN - SUMMER TIME RENDERING 
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by YASUKI TANAKA 


An EPIC 6 VOLUME MANGA SERIES 
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to be continued in ....... 
from UDON ENTERTAINMENT 
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FREE STUFE/FROMOTAKUUSA 


Go to www.webolakuusa.com to enter now! 


Hey, everyone likes to get something free, right? 


Some of our advertisers sent us samples of their cool stuff to give away to lucky OTAKU USA readers! But guess what? There's not enough for 
everyone. So, we're going to draw names out of a hat, and send the goodies to a few lucky otaku! 


HERE'S HOW TO ENTER: Just go to www.otakuusamagazine.com, click on "giveaway," and type your name, address and phone number and/or 
e-mail address and click on "submit." Or, if snail mail's your preference, write your name, address, phone number and/or email address on a 
postcard or sheet of paper and mail it to: OTAKU Giveaway (August 2022], 2406 Reach Road, Williamsport, PA 17701. If your name is chosen, we'll 


contact you, or just send you the item! 


Rules, Rules, Rules. The official rules are on page 95. 


Viz Media 


Pokemon The Series Sun & Moon Ultra Adventures (3 winners) 

When Ash sees the Legendary Pokeimon Solgaleo and Lunala in a dream, he 
makes a promise to them. But when he wakes up, he 
can't remember what it was! Will the strange Pokei- 
mon called Nebby help jog his memory? Along with 
their new friend and the rest of the students at the 
Pokeimon School, Ash and Pikachu explore the 
Aether Foundation, an organization dedicated to 
Pokeimon conservation and care. But it may not be as 
innocent as it seems, and Ash and his friends will 
have to work together to protect the people and 
Pokeimon they care about as they face a mysterious 
power like nothing they have ever seen. 


6-Disc Blu-ray Set, 48 Episodes, 16x9 Video, English Stereo 2.0 Audio, 
English SDH 


JoJo's Bizarre Adventure, Set 4; Diamond is Unbreakable Arc Part ! 
(2 winners) 

It's 1999, and Jotaro Kujo has just arrived in the 
idyllic Japanese town of Morioh - only this time, 
he's not hunting DIO and his henchmen. His 
search for the illegitimate child of Joseph Joestar 
has brought him face-to-face with Josuke 
Higashikata, a Stand-wielding, butt-kicking high 
schooler who happens to be afraid of turtles. But 
behind Morioh's tranquil facade is an invisible evil 
slowly eating away at the peace and well-being of 
its residents. Bizarre happenings are becoming 
commonplace, and the Joestar clan must rise to 
the occasion if they and the town of Morioh are to 
survive. 3-Disc Blu-ray Set, Episodes 1-20, 1080p, 16:9 HD, English & Japan- 
ese Stereo Audio, English Subtitles. 


SPECIAL FEATURES: 104-Page Booklet, English Cast Interviews, Art Gallery, 
Clean Opening and Ending, Trailers 


ж 


JoJos 
BIZARRE, 
EVENIRE. 


Naruto Triple Feature Collector's Edition (2 winners) 
А collector's dream! А new Blu-ray bundle of the classic Naruto movies in a deluxe 
cover featuring original artwork by American comic book 
legend, Whilce Portacio (Uncanny X-Men, Iron Man]. First 
young Naruto and friends guard a princess in Ninja Clash 
in the Land of Snow. Then it’s a battle over a dangerous 
relic in Legend of the Stone of Gelel. And finally, Rock 
Lee helps with a violent uprising in Guardians of the 
4 Crescent Moon Kingdom. 


#= SPECIAL FEATURES: Animated Short: Hidden Leaf Vil- 
|^ lage Grand Sports Festival, е Audio Commentary for: 
= Legend of the Stone of Gelel, e Audio Commentary for: 
Guardians of the Crescent Moon Kingdom 


一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 T 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一 一- 


Aksys Games 


Variable Barricade—Nintendo Switch (3 winners) 

Our heroine suddenly finds herself being “matched” for Marriage, cour- 
tesy of her eccentric, meddling grandfather. 
Determined to live her own life, can hibari hold 
out against all the matchmaking schemes? 
Or will she find true love? 


Are these guys for real? A loan Shark, a 
gambler, a gold-digger and a gigolo. What 
could hibari possibly have in common with 
any of them? Let alone want to marry any of 
2 them. Could there be more to them than meets 
the eye? 

A reverse romance adventure with twists and 

744 turns to keep you guessing! Will hibari Reject 
mmo ad all the suitors? Or will she fall in love? 


Eye-catching anime artwork and j-pop soundtrack are great additions 
to this reality adventure. 


Bandai Spirits Co., Ltd 


Tamashi Nations - Ranking of Kings Bojji & Kage, 

Bandai Spirits S.H.Figuarts (1 winner) 

Bojji & Kage, from the hit series "Ranking of Kings," joins S.H.Figuarts! 
Numerous accessories let you re-create your favorite scenes from 
the show! 

SET CONTENTS: Main Body, Four optional expression parts, Four left 
and three right optional hands, Cape, Sword (with scabbard], Spear, 
Pole and Kage. 
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Welcome to Rent-a-Girlfriend, an anime where the feelings are real, 
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but the dates are not. | By Brittany Vincent 
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azuya Kinoshita is down on his luck 

when it comes to romance. His very 

first girlfriend dumped him after a 

month-long relationship, which 
meant he had sunk into a deep depression, 
thinking he'd never be able to find love with 
another. But he didn't give up then, not even 
when his heart had shattered into a million 
pieces. He turned to an online dating app in a bid 
to "rent" a girlfriend instead. True, it's hardly the 
same as finding a real partner, but in Kazuya's 
case, he needed something to fill the void. 

Enter Chizuru Mizuhara, Kazuya's date. Sweet, 
kind, and attractive, Kazuya is smitten with her, 
even as he forks over cash to benefit from her 
services. Kazuya's falling hard for his new rental 
girlfriend, and Chizuru is keeping it professional. 
Someone's undoubtedly going to catch feelings, 
however, and things are going to spiral out of 
control. Welcome to Rent-a-Girlfriend, where the 
feelings are real, but the dates are not. Where's 
Kazuya going to go from here? That's the fun 
part. Straight down the same road. 


Rent to Own? 
Kazuya and Chizuru get along quite well. So well, 
in fact, that during their first date, Kazuya thinks 


Chizuru is just being fake for the sake of the date. 


And while that's true to a point, as she has to 
remain professional and polite to her clients who 


all rate her on the official dating app. But Kazuya 
decides to give her a negative review based on 
their interactions, coldly accusing her of being a 
"moron" who didn't know anything about the fish 
they saw together at the aquarium they visited. 

Chizuru shows him her true colors when 
berating Kazuya for being so callous in response 
to her treating him like she would any other 
"renter." Something changes in Kazuya, and 
instead of resenting Chizuru for essentially just 
doing her job (which he's paying for, апуугау!), һе 
decides to continue utilizing her services. 

It makes sense: Their personalities are quite 
complementary to each other. Kazuya is mouthy 
and forward about what he wants, though 
there's a side of him he has to hide away from 
his friends and family to keep up appearances. 
Chizuru is quite the same, especially as most of 
her friends and family know nothing about the 
fact that she's employed as a rental girlfriend for 
the Diamond company. This talk of dual natures 
is central to the plot, especially since there's one 
thread that brings Kazuya and Chizuru together 
over and over. 


Keeping Up with the Kinoshitas 
Just when Kazuya is about to decide he can't 
afford to keep renting Chizuru's services, espe- 
cially as he's spending the money reserved for 
his college life, something that binds the pair 
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PLAYiNG WiTH 
MY GIRLFRIEND 


Can't get enough of Rent-a-Girlfriend? You 
can take it along with you on the go, with 
the official crossover smartphone game: 
Kanojo, Okarishimasu Heroine All-Stars. 
Though it isn't strictly based on Rent-a- 
Girlfriend per se, the Enish-developed 
game borrows from several anime and 
manga series to include some of the "best 
girls" throughout each one, including 
series like Domestic Girlfriend, Fairy Tail, 
The Seven Deadly Sins, Girlfriend, Girl- 
friend, Fire Force, Boarding School Juliet, 
Yamada-kun and the Seven Witches, and 
Negima! Magister Negi Magi in addition to, 
of course, Rent-a-Girlfriend. 

Players can enjoy a variety of fun puzzles 
in this free-to-play game, as they collect 20 
different heroines throughout their time 
within the app, with more to come. Take out 
your faves on weekly rental dates, and see 
if love truly blossoms like in the show. If 
nothing else, at least you get to take a look 
at some truly snazzy character art while 
playing. This particular release is chock- 
full of some gorgeous illustrations from the 
women of various rom-coms, dramas, fan- 
tasy series, and slice-of-life shows. You 
never know just what'll happen as you 
make your way throughout each puzzle. 


NW ` 
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together occurs. Kazuya s grandmother is hospi- see the happiness on her face thinking her 


talized after a collapse. He decides to take grandson has found someone he wants to be 
Chizuru along to visit her in the hospital, and— with for the foreseeable future. So, Chizuru 
wouldn't you know it—his grandmother immedi- ^ agrees to let him continue renting her for dates, 
ately takes a liking to Chizuru. Kazuya doesn't even after it’s clear Kazuya is more than just a 
want to let his grandmother down and loves to “problematic” client. 


PDF NEWSPAPERS and MAGAZINES: WWW.XSAVA.XYZ 


Kazuya's falling hard for his new 
rental girlfriend, and Chizuru is 
keeping it professional. Someone's 
undoubtedly going to catch 
feelings, however, and things are 
going to spiral out of control. 
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It's revealed that Chizuru is actually a lot 
closer to Kazuya than he originally imagined, 
too. While the pair work something out to help 
ensure Kazuya's grandmother is happy and con- 
tent thinking her grandson has a girlfriend, we 
find out that Chizuru and Kazuya are actually 
next door neighbors at their apartment complex. 
How could they have never known? Chizuru 
takes great lengths not to share her true self 
with others. And while remaining Kazuy's rental 
girlfriend, she still manages to attend college 
and have something of a regular college life 
while remaining incognito. 

Chizuru doesn't want to share her dalliances 
as a rental girlfriend with anyone, so she attends 
college under the name Chizuru Ichinose, 
named after her grandmother's family name. 
She piles on the nerdy accoutrements, like 
braided pigtails and dark frame glasses, just so 
no one has to know about her side job. All the 
while, she performs her job without having to 
answer to it at school or with her friends and 
family. This is something like Kazuya's insis- 
tence upon actually "dating" Chizuru when he 
speaks of how they met and their relationship to 
others—she's for all intents and purposes his 
girlfriend. But that can't last, of course. 


Fake Dates to Real Feelings 

Though initially, Kazuya decides he’s going to 
take his frustration for not having a real girl- 
friend out on Chizuru, who's providing a service 
for guys like him, at some point real feelings 
begin to blossom. He doesn’t want to admit it, 
though, and continues to pay for his dates with 
Chizuru despite watching his savings continue to 
dwindle. He takes a job at a karaoke bar to help 
pay for their time together, apparently having no 
intention of ceasing his dates with Chizuru in the 
near future. 

But just as there are an abundance of upsides 
to having a “rental” girlfriend, there are many 
downsides, too, like jealousy, the expenses, the 
longing, the awkward conversations; the list 
goes on. People willingly pursuing relationships 
like these might actually be masochists! 

But as he spends more time with her and 
sees how she lives life, what’s important to her, 
and how she can be close and inviting to Kazuya, 
he realizes he’s falling in love with her for real. 
And what do you do when you ve been paying 
someone for so long to care for and then you 
actually begin doing so? In Kazuya's case, he has 
supportive friends who are there for him to help 
him do what he didn't realize he had grown to 
want since meeting Chizuru: to pursue her for 
real. And throughout Rent-a-Girlfriend, we see 
two very different but similar people come 
together to make a beautiful relationship, prov- 
ing that you don't have to have a beautiful, per- 
fect beginning to enjoy a satisfying, healthy end. 


Rent-a-Girlfriend is available from Crunchyroll. 


© Miyashima Reiji, Kodansha/ “Rent-a-Girlfriend” Production Committee 


Gunbuster 
the Movie is. . 9 
a great way a 


to experience 
one of anime's 
all-time sci-fi classics. 
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Screen seven years before Neon Genesis 

Evangelion began its reality-smashing 
saga, and nearly three decades before Gurren 
Lagann played frisbee with galaxies, Gainax 
launched a massive mecha that dwarfed its 
Super Robot era forefathers. Gunbuster went 
hard with its mix of sports drama, giant robot 
action, and an entirely retooled scientific 
worldview that justified its explosive light- 
speed madness. 

For years, though, you'd have been hard- 
pressed to actually get to see it. Localiza- 
tions of the full OVA were only occasionally 
available, with DVDs going in and out of 
print. A Blu-ray is on the way... but in the 
meantime, the abridged movie cut is within 
reach. It brings all the galaxy-reshaping 
action and (almost) all the Inazuma Kicking 
of the OVA. But as we ve learned from Gun- 


C lassic Mecha Gunbuster made it to the Big 


Seven years berore 
Evangelon. 

wene hard With iks 
miX OF Spores drama. 
шапь robot action, 
and an entirely 
retooled ScienctiFic 
Worldview tEHat. 
justiriEd іь5 explosive 
lightspeed madness. 
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buster itself, things look a little different when 
you're traveling at light speed. 


AIMING FOR THE TOP 

In 1987, the amateur studio calling themselves 
Daicon Film shot for the big time with their first 
feature film. Rebranded as Gainax, they pre- 
sented the daring sci-fi feature Royal Space 


Force: The Wings of Honnéamise: the story of a 
familiar but alternate world creating its own 
space program. The movie got mixed reviews 
from critics, with Yomiuri Shimbun's review out- 
right stating: "[I]f what you're seeking is Top Gun 
heroic fantasy, you're not going to get it.” 

No, that—quite literally that—would come the 
following year. 


Gainax began releasing their six-part OVA Aim 
for the Top! Gunbuster in 1988. The mecha 
series took its name from its two primary inspi- 
rations: the aforementioned Top Gun and Aim 
for the Ace!—Sumika Yamamoto s classic shoujo 
tennis manga, adapted into an anime series by 
Osamu Dezaki in 1979. 

Aim for the Ace! is where you'll find the 
majority of the plot structure for the beginning of 
Gunbuster. A clumsy but well-meaning girl who 
only enjoys athletics because she gets to be near 
the team’s beautiful prodigy, is trained into a 
champion by the school's cold, damaged new 
coach. Eventually, the heroine and her beloved 
senpaiteam up to go the distance in their field— 
be it pairs tennis or protecting humanity from 
invading aliens. 

The six episodes were released between 1988 
and 1989 and were followed in 2006 by the OVA 
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Diebuster: a sequel [or perhaps 
midguel to the original. Both OVAs 
were edited down into feature-length 
films for a cinematic double-feature that same 
year, with Gunbuster getting upgraded sound 
effects and re-recorded dialogue. 


DAUGHTER OF DEFEAT 

The Gunbuster movie is a fairly straight shot in 
terms of plot: a zero-to-hero story for Noriko 
Takaya. Her nickname in school, the “Daughter 
of Defeat,” comes from her clumsiness and all- 
around badness at being a trainee mecha pilot. 
But it stings just that little bit more when you 
consider her father, Admiral Yuzo Takaya, 
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notably died іп battle six years prior. Нег only 
real interest in robot piloting is the fact that she 
can be near her beautiful and talented 
“oneesama,” Kazumi Amano. 

Kazumi is the standout in their school, espe- 
cially when Coach Ohta arrives. She s the only one 
to survive his rigorous training, as Noriko literally 


can't even run a single lap in her robot. Somehow, 


she's chosen to accompany Kazumi and Coach on 
a mission of galactic importance. Even she isn't 
sure why—but after being informed that hard 
work will change her fortune, they're off. 
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At the other end of the spectrum is 
the 2005 Aim for the Top! Gunbuster 
game for the PlayStation 2. Instead of 
editing the story down, it expands it 
into an interactive full-length anime 
series. You play as Noriko, and in the 
process can change how the story 
ends. Maybe you'll leave the world- 
saving to Kazumi. Maybe you'll team 
up with Jung Freud instead. There's 
even an ending where you can steal 
your Әп бата 5 man and таггу 
Соасһ yourself! 


| PlayStation. 


Sadly, her fortune doesn't 
seem to change at all. She's 
regularly benched, rejected by 

Kazumi as a partner in favor of a charac- 
ter we barely know, and loses her new 
partner in battle. She doesn't get a single 
win. But when she buckles down, she 
finally shows the promise Coach saw in 
her. Especially when she launches off 
solo in Gunbuster, a super-powered 
mecha loaded down with missiles, lasers, and 
energy beams. You'll get to see them all in play, 
and more, when Noriko and Kazumi pilot it 
together as intended. 


THE CUTTING ROOM FLOOR 

If you're new to Gunbuster, this probably 
sounds awesome. And it is. But if you're a long- 
standing fan, you'll notice a lot of things miss- 
ing—and those things change the story quite a 
bit. In effect, everything up to Noriko's first out- 
ing in Gunbuster is condensed down to half an 


hour total, allowing the massive fights at the end of the series to play 
out in full. 

In the OVA, Noriko is still fairly unskilled when their mission begins. 
But she's gotten a win against school bully Reiko Kashiwara, who 
barely gets a mention in the movie cut. Coach observes Noriko already 
showing potential when she realizes she can focus better when she 
just shuts off her monitors. She also lands her first Inazuma Kick: a 
move that will become her signature later. 

Kazumis alternate partner is hardly a background character, 
either. We spend a lot of time with Jung Freud, the Soviet pilot who 
becomes a friendly rival as soon as the pair board the Exelion. And 
speaking of partners, there are two romances—both seen in the film, 
but both given more time to burn in the OVA. 

Returning fans can fill in the blanks, knowing who Jung is and 
knowing that Noriko kicked some robot butt offscreen. But without 

these scenes and without context for them, you can kind of see why 
Noriko's classmates immediately assumed nepotism was in play. The 
Noriko of this edit really is weak and unfortunate, with nothing to show 

for her efforts before the title robot arrives. 

It's great to get to the fights faster, and to focus up on that 
N beautiful animation ... but we also do miss seeing our girl 
ь at her best. 


LOST IN TRANSLATION 

The good news is the movie affords us a way to experi- 

ence Gunbuster in some form. The OVA has been 
\ notoriously spotty in terms of English-language 
availability. A beautiful DVD box set from Bandai 
| USAs Honneamise line did exist but has been out of 
print for quite some time. 

Discotek will be bringing us a Blu-ray, complete 
with an English-language dub for the first time. But 
that's still a little bit of a ways away. If you miss the 
action, the animation, and that beautiful music, the 
movie is right here waiting for you. 

Compared to the film edit of Diebuster, the Gun- 
buster movie tells a far broader story: one of ordinary 
people becoming heroes, eventually elevated to leg- 
ends, and coming home to a world that regards them 
as something like gods. On its own, the film still lets us 

re-experience moments we love, even if a few of those 
moments have been left behind for the time being. 


Gunbuster the Movie is available from Section23. 
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Penguin Highway is an 
unpredictable arctic beast — 


of an anime! Goldstein 


hen | was asked to write about a movie and that movie happened to be called 
Penguin Highway, my mind immediately latched on to two things: first, that 
this move will most likely prominently feature penguins. And second, and 
more importantly, that the title actually comes from the award-winning novel 
of the same name by Tomihiko Morimi, who has had his work adapted in the past, specifi- 
cally The Eccentric Family and Night Is Short, Walk On Girl. Not only that, but this is also 
Studio Colorido's (Burn the Witch) first feature film, and based on the strengths of this 
effort, they're certainly a name to be watched in the future. 

The first thing | noticed about the film was the presence, or rather lack of, the titular 
penguins. As the film slowly goes on, it becomes evident that the film isn't actually about 
them. They're there for a good amount—especially in the extended opening sequence, 
which is lovingly animated Hiroshi Shimizu of Studio Ghibli fame—up until halfway 
through, where they vanish entirely until the end. They're technically still there, but they 
don't appear in any background shots. It's pretty understandable why the film would dis- 
appoint those who anticipated that the penguins would be more prominent. 

To be fair, the plot of the films isn't even about the penguins in the first place; they 
could've been replaced with any other creature and the plot wouldn't have changed a bit. 
There isn't even any urgency as to figuring how the heck the penguins got in the suburbs 
in the first place. So, what is the plot about? Instead of penguins, we have the fourth- 
grader Aoyama, a rather intellectual boy driven by the scientific method. He is currently 
counting down the days until he becomes an adult. He's also got something of a haughty 
attitude that makes him a perfect target for school bullies. He finds his interest piqued by 
the sudden appearances of the penguins and starts to investigate them and connect their 
arrival to a series of bizarre events. Where did these penguins come from? What do these 
penguins have to do with everything else happening in the neighborhood? Oh, and he's also 
fascinated with a young dental assistant whom he frequently calls "The Lady," and wants to 
marry her ... once he becomes an adult, of course. 

As children, we wanted to be larger than life. Some of us wanted to be astronauts. Others 
wanted to be people like firefighters and doctors and save lives. Others wanted to build some- 
thing crazy and win a Nobel Peace Prize. But somewhere along the road, we "grew out," and 
that sense of wonder slowly dissipated. We started to get ready for reality and eventually hard- 
ened ourselves to prepare for the worst. Aoyama seems to have this logic settled in his mind. 

At its heart, Penguin Highway is a coming-of-age tale, anyone who has ever seen Morimi's 
other anime adaptations will already be familiar with the quirky and melancholic tone; for oth- 
ers, however, the atmosphere and pacing may seem unfamiliar. You can see it in the charac- 
terization, from the sharp-tongued Lady and the somewhat conceited Aoyama. Without going 
into too much detail, the relationship between Aoyama and the Lady is a driving force with a 
lot of great banter, not to mention many of the snippets of philosophy about growing up 
spouted by the side characters. The cast is ultimately as colorful as the animation itself. 
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Colorido has made this film a brightly colorful 
experience. Minimalistic but clean backgrounds 
aid a palette of bright colors. The character 
< D designs are charmingly simple but ulti- 


P | 


- mately pull their weight through various 


a and vibrant body language. Whether it 
B be simple character interactions or 

K 5 % 57 emphasizing the more surreal 

| Ww 


moments involving the penguins, 
every moment in this film feels like a 
joy to watch; no single shot in this film 
goes to waste. 

There's an overlap in terms of quirky 
humor, realistic character designs, and 
absurd fantasy/sci-fi elements in many Moromi- 
based adaptations. But in some adaptations— 
primarily those of The Tatami Galaxy and Night 
is Short directed by Hiroyasu Ishida—the wacky 
and the surreal are the 
more dominant force, 
even when dealing with 
more mundane parts of the story. 
The art style is graphic and cartoony with 
a direction that moves at a lightning-fast 
pace, which is especially troubling for subtitle 
readers who might have trouble catching up. 

Penguin Highway, which is the feature debut of 
Hiroyasu Ishida, couldn't be any more different to 
the same sort of material. There is an emphasis 
on the "realism" in “magic realism” —although 
the “magic” aspect is pretty prominent too— 


86 OTAKU USA 


The Other Adaptations of Morimi’s Works. 

If you're a fan of Penguin Highway, then you're bound to fall in love with 
other adaptations of Morimi's works. The Tatami Galaxy and Night is 
Short, Walk On Girl were both adapted by anime director Masaaki 
Yuasa, and both stories share the same setting and even some of the 
same characters, but both anime have different themes from their 
respective novels. In The Tatami Galaxy (the book), the theme can best 
be described as "it's funny how life works out" and the connectedness 
of all people, but the anime's theme is more about how you can change 
your fate once you figure out what it is you really want to do; it ends up 
capturing the uncertainty and confusion of young adult life. In Night is 
Short [film], what was once a year's worth of events in the novel is now 
crammed into a single evening in the adaptation. In practice, it should 
be a mess, but it manages to be coherent because of the novels sim- 
plicity: a girl goes out and meets new people, each of which manages 
to leave a deeper impression on her than she realized. 

The Eccentric Family, meanwhile, successfully captures both the mood and tempo of the 
original novel. Despite the story being abut a family of shape-shifting tanuki, the adventures 
of which go unnoticed by humans, their emotions are shockingly grounded in reality, with 
such things as family drama being given appropriate weight. All of its more cartoony 
moments are rendered with the right amount of exaggeration, as befitting a group of magi- 
cal creatures. But the best parts lay in the background art, which capture the image of a 
fantasy depiction of Kyoto quite effectively. 
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FIGH 
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For nearly two decades, Pretty Cure has 
been a staple of anime. Delicious Party 
Pretty Cure shows how the magic continues. 


2004, Toei launched a new fran- 
1 М chise that would give rise to 17 
generations of magical girls, 19 
seasons of high-octane battles, and more light- 
up henshin toys than you can shake a stick at. It 
also gained a global fan following that wanted 
nothing more than to be able to watch their 
favorite fighters on the streaming platform of 
their choice. In 2020, after a couple of false 
starts, Pretty Cure made its way to the world of 
simulcasts. 
This season, a new team of heroines is on the 
job—and this time, they've brought snacks. 
Delicious Party Pretty Cure is all about food, 
from its waitress-themed costumes to its col- 
lectible fairies based on popular dishes. But the 
theme goes beyond the show's overall aesthetic. 
It's not just about food, but what it means to us. 


The Pedigree 

In its first season, Pretty Cure [fully titled We Are 
Pretty Cure) was led by the sporty Nagisa and 
the brainy Honoka, a.k.a. Cure Black and Cure 
White. The unlikely duo could only transform 
when they were together—giving the show lots 
of opportunities to talk about maintaining friend- 
ships and trust. 

As the franchise went on, the team sizes 
started to vary from season to season, becoming 
more akin to Super Sentai team structures. Like 
red rangers, pink Cures serve as team leaders 


(albeit sometimes more emotionally than func- 
tionally). Each generation has a color-coded 
team, with villains, humanized mascots, and 
others occasionally stepping into the Mysterious 
Sixth Ranger role. And, of course, there are 
transformation items and weapons to buy. 
Magical girl anime is no stranger to Super 
Sentai influence, of course; Sailor Moon did sim- 
ilar a decade prior. The two formats go well 
together, and Pretty Cures longevity continues 
to prove that. It’s why we're creeping up on two 
decades of the show, with series themes rang- 
ing from dancing to fashion to living your best 
princess life. And as time goes on, those themes 
have become more and more embedded in their 
respective series—teaching solid lessons about 
kindness and friendship to their target demo- 
graphic. And the rest of us, too, of course. 


The Magic of Cooking 
Delicious Party Pretty Cure unites two worlds: 
the alternate dimension of CooKingdom, and the 
equally food-centric but more down-to-earth 
Oishiina Town. The latter is a town filled with 
restaurants serving dishes from all over the 
world, and it just so happens that our three hero- 
ines—Yui, Kokone, and Ran—come from the 
families that own three of the town's most popu- 
lar restaurants. 

Though one setting runs on literal magic and 
the other is far more like our own, they have one 
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SAVE ROOM 
FOR DESSERT 


Delicious Party Pretty Cure isn't the first 
season to have a culinary theme. 20175 
Kira Kira Pretty Cure a la Mode goes 
straight for the sweets, with a season tak- 
ing place in a patisserie. Though it aired 
before Crunchyroll began streaming the 
franchise, they grabbed it after the fact for 
several territories around the world. 


big thing in common: they believe in the impor- 
tance of making and sharing delicious food. 
Unfortunately, hungry phantom thieves have 
stolen away CooKingdom s magic recipe book, 
and their quest to find Energy Fairies to complete 
the book's recipes is making the food in Oishiina 
Town taste terrible. Fortunately, Rosemary— 
CooKingdom's beauty-conscious scout in our 
world—has found himself some help in the per- 
son of Yui. 

Yui, later accompanied by Kokone and Ran, 
make up the food-themed team. As always, the 
Cures have their own respective themes within 
the team. And these are ... rice, sandwiches, and 
ramen. As tempting as it is to simply acknowl- 
edge that 19 years is a long time to have to come 
up with magical girl themes, this does honestly 
work out really well. 


Sharing Is Caring 

Over the years, Pretty Cure has gotten better 
and better at integrating its aesthetic theme into 
its story theme. Yes, one of the mascots is a 
puppy that turns into a sandwich. And yes, at one 
point Cure Precious and Cure Spicy combine 
their attacks to panini-press the monster of the 
week. But there really is more going on here. 


Any self-respecting Pink Cure has two catch- 
phrases: one that’s cute and silly, and one that’s 
motivational. Yui's descriptor for tasty food is 
“Deliciousmile,” and that’s not far off from her 
actual motto, courtesy of her grandmother: 
“Food brings smiles." She's a big believer in 
connecting with people through food—more 
specifically, cooking and sharing food. 

Each of the girls “shares” in their own way. Yui 
loves to cook, the shy and wealthy Kokone is 
learning to accept the generosity of others, and 
Ran loves to Instagram her lunch. They re all 
enthusiastic about food in terms of what it sym- 
bolizes: love, friendship, looking after people, 
and just generally appreciating all the different 
creative ways people make tasty things. 

It’s a straightforward lesson for the kids in the 
audience. Sure, themes of cooking and food 
mean Toei can sell light-up juice glasses. But it’s 
also a very universal symbol: one that anyone of 
any age, watching on any streaming site in any 
country, can take to heart. 


Going Forward 

The longer Pretty Cure runs, the more it experi- 
ments with its structure. This season sees more 
male characters in a series where they re often 


© Toei Animation, All Rights Reserved 


ENTER THE 
CURE-VERSE 


Pretty Cure is always about branding, but 
with recent seasons, we re seeing the 
world of the show and our own world link 
up a bit more. Ran's social media site of 
choice is the fictional CureSta: a nod to 
the name of the show's official Instagram 
account. There's also an in-universe 
beauty parlor, Pretty Holic, which was 
first introduced in last year's Tropical- 
Rouge! Pretty Cure and carries over to 
Delicious Party. Pretty Holic just happens 
to be the name of the series’ real-world 
beauty line, carrying kid-safe cosmetics 
themed to the show's different teams. 


relegated to either villains or background char- 
acters. Rosemary, CooKingdom's beauty guru 
and Yui's mentor, may be slightly out of com- 
mission and unable to fight as well as he usu- 
ally would. But he's out there in the field each 
episode, working as a one-man Dividing Driver 
to clear a battlefield for the monster of the 
week. We also meet Yui's childhood friend 
Takumi—who's got secrets of his own. 

This is also the first season with a narrator. 
Each week, we get to hear the voice of screen 
and film actress Yoshiko Miyazaki as an inter- 
ested, but as yet unidentified, observer. 

At this point in Pretty Cure's run, Toei could 
simply animate magical girl fights, sell toys, 
and get on with things. But with Delicious Party 
Pretty Cure, as with other recent seasons, time 
is taken to really drive home a message that 
extends beyond the screen. It may be a basic, 
simple message—but that's really all it takes. 
These recent seasons are finding new ways to 
demonstrate how little things in life are signs 
of love and friendship. No transformation item 
needed ... unless you want one, of course. 


Delicious Party Pretty Cure is available 
from Crunchyroll. 
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Great Nezura Strikes 


Nezura 1964 


In tokusatsu (Japanese special 
effects) film lore, one of the most 
infamous stories is that of the 
aborted monster film Nezura. It 
had been intended for release in 
early 1964. In late 1963, inspired by 
the success of Toho's King Kong vs. 
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SRS Video 
2020 
55 Minutes 


Godzilla and Alfred Hitchcock's 
The Birds, Daiei's movie mogul 
Masaichi Nagata greenlit a Food 
of the Gods-style tale of giant rats 
enlarged through a chemical food- 
stuff. Nezura was to be directed by 
Mitsuo Murayama [Invisible Man 
vs. the Human Fly) with its special- 
effects unit helmed by Yonesaburo 
Tsukiji. Tsukiji, a protege of Eiji 
Tsuburaya, had staged successful 
miniaturized flood sequences in 
Nichiren and the Great Mongol 
Invasion (1958) and Wind Velocity 
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75 Meters (1963). With stop motion 
out of his range in terms of budget 
and schedule, Tsukiji and his team 
turned to using live rats filmed at 
high-speed crawling over minia- 
tures. When lab rats proved too 
docile, the effects team captured 
live Tokyo sewer rats. This natu- 


rally proved an utter logistical and 
hygiene nightmare, with a crew 
member almost dying of sickness 
from a rat-borne tick bite. Eventu- 
ally, it began to cause local vermin 
outbreaks as many rats escaped 
and bred. The Tokyo Board of 
Health thus ordered production 
shut down. The rats were extermi- 
nated through immolation and the 
movie was scrapped. All footage of 
the film was later destroyed in 
2002 when Kadokawa acquired 
Daiei s assets. Nagata was eager 
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to retry making a monster film, 
however, from which Gamera 
(1965) was born. 

Independent maverick Hiroto 
Yokokawa (Тһе Great Buddha 
Arrival) depicts a darkly comedic, 
fictionalized portrait of these 
events in late 1963. A crowdfunded 


` ` 
кс |) 
tokusatsu indie film somewhat fit- 
tingly made during the COVID pan- 
demic, Nezura 1964 shows off its 
low budget in moments but overall 
is a very on-key homage to another 
piece of lost kaiju cinema. Its main 
flaw is having too low of a budget 
to feel that authentically like 1960s 
Showa Japan. Nezura 1964's major 
strength, however, is the film's lov- 
ing recreations of the original 
movie's production photos and 
early footage. Most impressive are 
black-and-white high frame rate 
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shots of rats crawling all over 
miniatures—looking much as they 
likely did in 1963. Many of The 
Great Buddha Arrivals core cast 
members return including Kazuma 
Yoneyama and Masanori Kikuzawa 
who play stand-ins for Noriaki 
Yuasa and Yonesaburo Tsukiji, 
respectively. As with the former 
film, director Hiroto Yokokawa fills 
the movie with cameos of 
tokusatsu film veterans. The Heisei 
Gamera trilogy's Yukijiro Hotaru 
plays a stand-in for Daiei's sleazy 


The Great Buddha 
Arrival 

One of Japanese Nichiren Bud- 
dhism's most fundamental tenets 
is an acceptance 
of the transience 
of existence. 
That everything, 
both good and 
bad, is imper- 
manent. In 
Nichiren Bud- 
dhism, this 
understanding 
helps its wor- 
shippers cope 
with challenging 
times while 
savoring and appreciating peaceful 
periods. This is a fitting mindset for 
a culture that lost 9996 of its film 
history to the 1923 Great Kanto 
quake and wartime Allied fire- 
bombings. One of these lost movies 
was Japan's very first kaiju or giant 
monster picture: The Great Buddha 
Arrival, released in 1934 and 
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SRS Video 
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2018 


60 minutes 


directed by Yoshiro Edamasa. 
Edamasa was none other than the 
first cinematic mentor of Japan's 
greatest Showa-era special effects 
director and the father of Godzilla 
and Ultraman: Eiji Tsuburaya. It 
was Edamasa who, in 1919, 
approached a young Tsuburaya dur- 


- 


ing a brawl at a teahouse and asked 
if he wanted work as a cameraman. 
Edamasa strived to create Japan- 
ese films that rivaled Hollywood's 
output. While he could never quite 
reach this goal, his protege would 
go on to create world famous 
Japanese special effects and mon- 
ster films. 

In Japan, Edamasa's film The 
Great Buddha Arrival has taken on 
a legendary status akin to King 
Kong's spider pit sequence in West- 
ern monster fandom. Barring the 
sudden discovery of a copy, which is 
not unheard of (see: Tsuburaya’s 
pivotal 1935 Princess Kaguya], The 
Great Buddha Arrival is something 


that none of us will ever get to 
experience. With that in mind, Mil- 
lennial independent filmmaker and 
tokusatsu fan Hiroto Yokokawa, for 
his first feature film, creates a work 
that functions as an all-in-one doc- 
umentary, tribute, and remake of 
this mysterious film. While having 


raw moments betraying its low 
budget indie movie status, 
Yokokawa's The Great Buddha 
Arrival is a genuinely intriguing 
work of contemporary Japanese 
cinema. 

Young content producer Murata 
(Kazuma Үопеуата) works to 
unravel the mystery of filmmaker 
Yoshiro Edamasa, his movie The 


Great Buddha Arrival and a rash 
of alleged sightings of a walking 
Daibutsu (Great Buddha] statue 
across the decades. Murata begins 
to unravel this mystery, discovering 
from Edamasa's grandson (Bin 
Furuya) that the film was inspired 
by a genuine event in Edamasa's 
life where 
the Great 
Buddha 
saved him 
from comit- 
ting suicide. 
As Murata 
delves 
deeper, the 
Great Bud- 
dha at Shu- 


rakuen Park 
in Aichi 
comes to life and begins to walk 
across Tokyo. 15 Great Buddha's 
mysterious arrival a sign of 
impending disaster or hope? 
Compared to an "Asylum movie 
directed by David Lynch" on Letter- 
boxd, The Great Buddha Arrival, par- 
ticularly its ending, does indeed 
feels like one of Lynch's transcen- 
dental meditation sessions. Early 
moments act as something of a doc- 
umentary on this lost film and feel a 
bit superfluous. Weaker moments of 
The Great Buddha Arrival, like an 
Asylum picture, do feel raw and 
show off their low budget. However, 
director Hiroto Yokokawa displays a 
genuine talent as an independent 
filmmaker and other images and 
segments have a lyrical genius. The 
Great Buddha Arrival particularly 
begins to show promise with a 
lengthy black-and-white flashback 
sequence dealing with Edamasa 
(Masanori Kikuzawa]. It feels much 
like a recreation of the original film's 
aesthetic with A Page of Madness- 
like phantasmagoria. Once Great 
Buddha begins his long trudge 
through the Kanto region, the film 
becomes highly entertaining. The 
visual effects, particularly for a film 
of this low budget, are surprisingly 
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polished with impressive digital 
composites of the great Buddha jux- 
taposed against genuine background 
plates of Tokyo. 

Like many of us, director 
Yokokawa is obsessed with his child- 
hood heroes and quite a few veteran 
kaiju and tokusatsu cinema stars 
were recruited for The Great Buddha 
Arrival. These include Akira 
Takarada (Godzilla '54), Yoshiro 
Uchida (Gamera), Akira Kubo 
(Matango), Yukiko Kobayashi 
(Destroy All Monsters) and Bin 
Furuya (Ultraman). Some additional 
cameos were added for longer cuts 
Yokokawa made for international 
audiences. Yukijiro Hotaru, best 
known for the role of Inspector 
Osako in the Heisei Gamera trilogy, 
essentially reprises the role as well. 
Even lesser-known gaijin players 
such as Shelley Sweeney (Godzilla 
vs. Mechagodzilla Il), Robert Scott 
Field (Godzilla vs. King Ghidorah) and 
Inge Murata (Shin Godzilla) appear. 

The actor cameo that makes the 
biggest impression, however, is that 
of Peggy Neal, best known for play- 
ing, as our editor-in-chief would 
say, “the spaced-out white chick in 
X From Outer Space." She gives a 
hauntingly beautiful, pantheistic 
explanation for the film's supernat- 
ural events. Sadly, after being only 
recently rediscovered, Neal passed 
away in 2021. There is a strong feel- 
ing of Nichiren Buddhist transience 
running throughout The Great Bud- 
dha Arrival that is particularly 
apparent in its surreal and bleak 
ending. It feels timely in that it 
closely predated the recent misfor- 
tunes of COVID-19. Overall, The 
Great Buddha Arrival is a quality 
piece of contemporary Japanese 
cinema and strong debut from 
director Yokokawa—another figure 
in the modern tokusatsu film scene 
whose career bears watching. 

—J.L. Carrozza 
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Daiei's Kyoto branch would pro- 
duce one final Majin film in 1966, 
Majin Strikes Again, released in 
December. For 
this entry, influ- 
ence was likely 
drawn from 
Daiei Tokyo's 
Gamera cycle 
as a more 
child-oriented 
approach was 
taken and a 
quartet of boy 
protagonists 
figure heavily 
into the plot. 
Arakawa (Toru Abe], yet another 
evil warlord, has enslaved the men 
of a village to make gunpowder for 
a planned overthrow of their liege 
lord. A quartet of their sons (Hideki 
Ninomiya, Masahide lizuka, Shinji 
Hori and Muneyuki Nagatomo) 
go to Hell's Valley, the location of 
Arakawa's sulfur pit, to save them. 
Naturally, the guardian of the 
mountain, Majin, soon grows 
angered by this injustice and 


5: 


gives the kids a hand. 

The most ambitious but uneven 
of the films, Majin Strikes Again 
often feels like an olc-school live 
action Disney movie. The direction 
of the child actors is Detter than 
Noriaki Yuasa's on the Showa 
Gamera films. Behind the scenes, 
director Kazuo Mori (The Tale of 
Zatoichi Continues), who had no 
children of his own, was grouchy 
and stern to them. In all three 


films, the music of Akira Ifukube 
evokes the polish of a Toho produc- 
tion. Majin Strikes Again, playing to 
kids’ shorter attention spans, 
opens with an effects scene from 
Yoshiyuki Kuroda's unit. This 
impressive opening features a 
well-staged flood and astonishing 
miniature work. The opening 
sequence of Majin Strikes Again 
makes use of Daiei Kyoto's giant 
effects pool, built for Nichiren and 


the Great Mongol Invasion. Accord- 
ing to DP Fujio Morita, the shot of 
parched soil splitting was created 
by placing dirt and sand atop plas- 
tic tenting. This was then dried and 
pulled to create the effect. An early 
shot of Majin materializing was 
created through a process called 
negative rubbing. 

The bulk of shooting took place in 
August and September of 1966. Per 
the more rushed schedule, Fujio 
Morita would share cinematogra- 
pher duties with colleague Hiroshi 
Imai, the latter focusing on director 
Mori's unit. Their cinematography is 
lush with moments of visual beauty. 
The location scenes tended to be 
shot first and the on-set and effects 
shots were done afterward, 
adjusted to the location's weather 
for continuity. This was a big chal- 
lenge for Morita. Another problem 
that put pressure on an already 
behind schedule production is that 
the negatives for a good portion of 
the footage were scratched during 
processing. This rendered a swath 
of both units' footage unusable, 
and the crew had to do reshoots in 


rural Tateyama. 

FX director Yoshiyuki Kuroda s 
unit supplies another impressive 
divine rampage for the finale, 
extended in runtime. Kuroda 


repeats visual motifs from the first 
two films and the sequence lacks a 
little novelty. Per DP Morita’s love 
of atmospheric air particles, the 
sequence is aided by snowfall flut- 
tering through the air. Styrofoam 
was used as snow and freon gas 
was released onto the set to make 
it behave like snowflakes. The 
sequence is, however, on par with 
Eiji Tsuburaya’s subsequent work 
and contains stunning segments 
such as Majin wading through a 
torrent of cannon fire. Cement was 
often mixed into the explosives to 
give them more volume. Another 
stunningly executed bit in the final 
moments features Majin turning to 
snow as the sky clears. This effect 
was engineered by Keizo Murase. 
Kuroda was impressed with it and 
his crew nailed it in one take. Majin 
Strikes Again is the weakest of the 
three pictures but technically pol- 
ished and entertaining in a way the 
subsequent Gamera films made at 
Daiei Tokyo seldom were. Majin 
Strikes Again makes one wish that 
Yoshiyuki Kuroda had been brought 
in to handle the FX work there, 
sadly impossible due to corporate 
politics within Daiei. 

—J.L. Carrozza is the author of 
SF: The Japanese Science Fiction 
Film Encyclopedia and the 
upcoming Japanese Special Effects 
Cinema: Godfathers of Tokusatsu. 


OK, THE GIVEAWAY RULES FROM THE SUITS 


1. NO PURCHASE IS NECESSARY TO 
ENTER OR WIN. 

2. This giveaway is open only to indi- 
viduals who are the age of majority in 
their country of residence (“Entrants”) 
and who are not employees of Otaku 
USA Magazine, Sovereign Media, Inc., 
or any of their parent entities, sub- 
sidiaries, affiliates, advertising or pro- 
motion agencies, or members of their 
immediate families or households. If 
you are under the legal age of majority 
in your country of residence [a 
“Minor”), one of your parents or legal 
guardians must read and agree to 
these Giveaway Rules on your behalf 
and themselves in order to win a prize. 
Offer void in Puerto Rico and where 
prohibited by law and is subject to all 
federal, state, and local laws. 

3. The Giveaway shall commence on 
May 17, 2022 at 12:00 p.m., Eastern 
Standard Time (EST), and shall con- 
tinue in duration until July 18, 2022. 
(“Giveaway Period”). Only one entry 
per person. Mechanical or digitally 
reproduced entries will not be 
accepted. You may enter the giveaway 
in one of two ways: 

[1) Send a postcard or letter with 
your name, address and telephone 
number to the following address: 
Otaku USA Magazine Giveaway, 2406 
Reach Road, Williamsport, PA 17701 

(2) Log onto www.webotakuusa.com, 
and click on Giveaway, fill out your 
name and address and phone number, 
and press "submit." 

All entries must be postmarked by 
July 18, 2022. All entries become the 
property of the sponsors and will not 
be returned. By entering the giveaway, 
entrants agree to be added to the 
Otaku USA mailing list which may be 
shared with other companies at the 
discretion of Otaku USA and/or Sover- 
eign Media, Inc. Sponsors are not 
responsible for late, lost, damaged, 
incomplete, illegible, postage due, 
misdirected entries, human error, 
hardware or software malfunctions, or 
network failures of any kind which 
could restrict entry. By entering the 
giveaway, entrants agree to be bound 
by these Official Rules and the deci- 
sions of the sponsors. 

4. Winners will be selected at ran- 
dom from all eligible entries by ran- 
dom drawing held on or about July 26, 
2022. 

You need not be present to win. Win- 
ners will be notified by telephone, mail, 
or email. All taxes and any other fees 
or costs associated with the accept- 
ance or use of any prize are the sole 
responsibility of the winners. Winners 
may be required to execute and nota- 
rize an affidavit of eligibility and public- 
ity consent and release. Otaku USA 
Magazine and/or Sovereign Media, Inc., 
reserves the right to require the affi- 


davit of eligibility at its sole discretion 
or as required by law. If a winner fails 
to return a properly signed affidavit 
within ten (10) days of mailing or if any 
prize notification or prize is returned as 
undeliverable, the winner will be dis- 
qualified and an alternative winner will 
be selected. If there is a dispute as to 
the owner of an email address, it will 
be deemed submitted by the email 
account holder per the records of the 
email service provider. Each winner 
accepting a prize consents to the use of 
his/her name and likeness for promo- 
tional and publicity purposes without 
further compensation, unless prohib- 
ited by law. (When requested to do so, 
each winner agrees to report for pub- 
licity photograph sittings at such place 
as may be designated by the sponsors 
of this Giveaway, unless prohibited by 
law]. For a list of prize winners and/or 
Official Rules, send a self-addressed, 
stamped envelope to: Otaku Giveaway, 
Sovereign Media, 2406 Reach Road, 
Williamsport PA 17701. Please be 

sure to specify whether you are 
requesting Official Rules or a winners 
list (available after the winners are 
verified]. Vermont residents may omit 
postage for Official Rules and the 
entry postcard. 

5. By entering the Giveaway, you 
release Sponsor, participating spon- 
sors and any of their respective parent 
companies, subsidiaries, affiliates, 
directors, officers, employees and 
agencies (collectively, the "Released 
Parties"] from any liability whatsoever, 
and waive any and all causes of action, 
related to any claims, costs, injuries, 
losses, or damages of any kind arising 
out of or in connection with the Give- 
away or delivery, misdelivery, accept- 
ance, possession, use of or inability to 
use any prize (including, without limi- 
tation, claims, costs, injuries, losses 
and damages related to personal 
injuries, death, damage to or destruc- 
tion of property, rights of publicity or 
privacy, defamation or portrayal in a 
false light, whether intentional or unin- 
tentional), whether under a theory or 
contract, tort (including negligence], 
warranty or other theory. The Giveaway 
and these Official Rules will be gov- 
erned, construed and interpreted 
under the laws of the United States. 
Any and all legal actions or claims 
arising in connection with this Give- 
away must be brought in a court of 
competent jurisdiction within the 
United States. Entrants agree to be 
bound by these Official Rules and by 
the decisions of the Sponsor, which are 
final and binding in all respects. The 
Sponsor reserves the right to change 
these Official Rules at any time, in its 
sole discretion, and to suspend or can- 
cel the Giveaway or any entrant's par- 
ticipation in the Giveaway should 


viruses, bugs, unauthorized human 
intervention or other causes beyond 
the Sponsor's control affect the admin- 
istration, security or proper play of the 
Giveaway or the Sponsor otherwise 
becomes (as determined in its sole dis- 
cretion) incapable of running the Give- 
away as planned. Entrants who violate 
these Official Rules, tamper with the 
operation of the Giveaway or engage in 
any conduct that is detrimental or 
unfair to the Sponsor, the Giveaway or 
any other Entrant (in each case as 
determined in the Sponsor’ sole dis- 
cretion] are subject to disqualification 
from entry into the Giveaway. The 
Sponsor reserves the right to lock out 
persons whose eligibility is in question 
or who have been disqualified or other- 
wise ineligible to enter the Giveaway. If 
you have any questions about these 
Official Rules or the Giveaway, please 
email them to sovereign(dpublish- 
ersserviceassociates.com or send writ- 
ten questions to Otaku Giveaway, Sov- 
ereign Media, 2406 Reach Road, 
Williamsport PA 17701. 

6. Prizes are not transferable. A 
prize will is returned as undeliverable 
or otherwise not claimed within fifteen 
(15) days after the delivery notification 
will be forfeited and awarded to an 
alternate winner. 

7. The Giveaway Winner may be 
asked to produce a valid driver's 
license or other valid form of identifi- 
cation and/or requested to execute an 
affidavit of eligibility and/or other 
release. 

8. No substitutions or exchanges 
(including for cash] or any prizes wil 
be permitted, except that the Sponsor 
reserves the right to substitute a prize 
of equal or greater value for any prize. 

9. All applicable federal, state, and 
local laws and regulations apply and 
Giveaway is void where prohibited. 

10. Sponsors will not be responsible 
for: (a) any late, lost, misrouted, gar- 
bled or distorted or damaged trans- 
missions or entries; (b) telephone, 
electronic, hardware, software, net- 
work, Internet, or other computer or 
communications related malfunctions 
or failures; (c) any Giveaway disrup- 
tions, injuries, losses or damages 
caused by events beyond the control 
of Sponsor; or (d) any printing or typo- 
graphical errors in any materials 
associated with the Giveaway. 

11.Viz Media: POKEMON THE SERIES 
SUN & MOOM ULTRA ADVENTURES 
(3 winners); NARUTO TRIPLE FEATURE 
COLLECTOR'S EDITION (2 winners]; 
JOJO'S BIZARRE ADVENTURE, Set д; 
DIAMOND IS UNBREAKABLE ARC 
PART 1 (2 winners). Bandai Spirits: S.H. 
FIGUARTS BOJJI & KAGE (1 winner]. 
Aksys Games: VARIABLE BARRICADE - 
NINTENDO SWITCH (3 winners]. 

YOU MUST ENTER TO WIN. Fill 
out an entry card or the entry form 
on the website, mail or submit, and 
you're entered! 
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Pokémon Legends: Arceus 


Gotta survey ‘em all! 


After 25 successful years, it was about time 
that Pokémon got an overhaul that com- 
pletely changed the series’ blueprint players 
have grown accustomed to over the years. 
And goodness; did its latest installment get a 
revamp! Game Freak is pushing the bound- 
aries of what's possible with Pokémon Leg- 
ends: Arceus. Selling over 6.5 million copies 
worldwide in the first week of sales solidified 
players’ excitement. It’s no understatement 
that the fanbase was eager to get their hands 
on a copy. 

Pokémon Legends: Arceus can best be 
described as a semi-open world 3D RPG—not 
as open as Breath of the Wild as many believed. 
With a noticeable update to battle mechanics 
and overworld exploration, Arceus emphasizes 
adventure over becoming a champion. You will 
find yourself transported to the Sinnoh region of 
the past—known as 
Hisui in this era. Unlike 
other mainline games, 
the people of Jubilife 
Village are mostly 
afraid of Pokémon 
(they are “monsters” 
after all). Rather than 
setting off as a trainer, 
you are recruited as 
the latest Survey Corp 
member for the Poké- 
mon research facility, 
where you'll find your- 
self tasked to observe, 
battle, and catch the 
powerful creatures to 
complete the region's 
first Pokedex. Your 
job isn't done after 
catching a Pokémon, 
your research will 
require you to catch 
many of the same 
species, use a move 
a certain number of 
times, and record 
how many times 
you've given Pokémon food, just to name a few. 

The biggest difference between Arceus and the 
other mainline games is that Pokémon encoun- 
ters are now more dynamic and more realistic- 
feeling as Pokémon roam freely across five areas. 
You will need to strategically position yourself to 
catch wild Pokémon while they're not looking or 
dodge their attacks if they spot you. Yes, Pokémon 
can now attack you if you're not careful. 

This game's biggest achievements are suc- 
cessfully making the battle system more engag- 
ing and the overworld more immersive thanks to 
plenty of areas to discover. With Pokémon out in 
the open, you can engage in battles as you 


please. Although matches against NPCs are few 
and far between, battles get a changeup with 
new battle styles—strong style (more power but 
reduces speed) and agile style (increases speed, 
but decreases power], shaking up the turn- 


based system of games past. Aside from new 
battle mechanics, there's also the introduction 
of alpha Pokémon and frenzied Pokémon. The 
former being giant aggressive Pokémon and the 
latter being noble Pokémon who require special 
balms to quell their frenzy. Compared to previ- 
ous titles, Arceus battles are noticeably more 
difficult. You may find yourself against an alpha 
who's twice your level or surrounded by many 
Pokémon in special space-time rifts where 
stronger and rarer Pokémon gather. 

While the gameplay has never been more fun, 
one area that has received much criticism is the 
game's looks. With so many hoping for a Breath 


of the Wild-like 
game, the back- 
ground graphics are 
not up to the stan- 
dards we've come 


PUBLISHER 
to expect. The game intende 
does have a slew of pee 
choppy layers and SYSTEMIS] 
frame-rate jitters, but = 
luckily the battles and E 


attacks are beautifully 

executed. l'm hopeful that Arceus will 
inspire future Pokémon games where 
one day we can have a true open-world 
format with all the bells and whistles we adore 
from previous games. To even have this type of 
game is progress for the Pokémon series and 
luckily the graphics don’t take away from the 
main objective: to research and catch the hun- 


dreds of Pokémon species across the region. 
If you can look past the less-than-stellar envi- 
ronment [which is still beautiful by the way], 
you'll have a lot of fun discovering Pokémon. 
Even after fulfilling the main objective, you'll 
have many more hours to sink your teeth into 
with missions. 

Pokémon Legends: Arceus, aside from a 
few hiccups, is taking a step in the right direc- 
tion for the franchise. | applaud Game Freak 
for trying something new and | look forward to 
seeing how the next game explores what is 
possible for the series. 

—Brianna Fox-Priest 
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Sifu 
Innovative kung-fu gameplay 


Sifu takes elements of the 
SIFU beat ‘em up, fighting, and 
roguelike genres and mixes 
them up into a stylistic Kung 
Fu adventure. The result is a 
game that redefines what a 
beat ‘em up can be but also 
stumbles a bit along the way. 
You take the role of a young 
20253 тап seeking revenge against 
Sloclap the five Kung Fu masters that 
murdered your father. Unfor- 
jas НЫ tunately, it’s not as easy as 
M just challenging them to a 
fight. Instead, you have to 
make it through levels full of cronies and mini- 
bosses before you can take on the head honcho. 
Each master has their own theme, which is 
reflected throughout their stage. Fajar, the 
Botanist, can be found in a derelict and over- 
grown apartment complex where he runs his 
drug cartel, and Sean, the Fighter, has his base 
in a neon-tinged club. Unlike many beat ‘em 


Lost Ark 


Free-to-play fun 


Lost Ark isn't a new game. 
While it just got a western 
release, it launched in 
South Korea in 2019. So, 
unlike Amazon Games' 
other MMO, New World, 
Lost Ark comes with almost 
three years of content, 
which gives it a leg up. SYSTEMIS] 
Predictably, Lost Ark 7 "RATING 
centers around a lost arti- M 
fact called an Ark. The story 
has gods and demons vying 
for the seven pieces of this 
artifact, but it kind of flew 
right past me. While there's 
plenty of lore, it all felt 
pretty generic. Some char- 
acters break the monotony 
here and there, but the 
game doesn't really move 
past the tutorial stage until 
you acquire the ship, and 
the world opens up. 
After getting access to 
the ship, you can travel the 
world of Arkesia, which 
leads to some wacky adven- 
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tures. One location has robots and mechs, while 
another is Japanese-inspired and has you com- 
peting in a martial arts tournament. This is a 
mixed bag because the world design feels more 
like a theme park than a cohesive whole. 

The world is really just a backdrop for the 
isometric action-RPG gameplay. Lost Ark plays 
out a lot like Diablo with vast swathes of ene- 
mies for you (and your friends) to kill. There are 
plenty of ruins to explore, castles to conquer, 
and foes to punish with the fantastical powers 
at your disposal. 

There are 15 classes, some of which are 
(maddeningly) gender-locked. Each class has a 
list of unique skills that can be unlocked, which 
are then powered up by selecting buffs from the 


Tripod system. With this system, each skill has 
three tiers, and a player can only pick one 
upgrade from each tier to be active at a time. 
This can lead to some pretty complicated 


builds, especially since each 
Tripod can also be ranked up. 
Even though Lost Ark is an 
MMO, you can largely complete 
it solo. Some activities require 
a group (or at least highly sug- 
gest it), but it's kind of like 
Final Fantasy XIV in that it 
doesn't force participation in 
the vast majority of the game. 
The big elephant in the room 
with Lost Ark is that it's a free-to-play title. The 
game never threw anything at me that made me 
feel like | had to spend real-world money. How- 
ever, those who spend money can access items 
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that make their grind quicker. Additionally, 
there's a Crystalline Aura subscription that gives 
you bonuses like decreased transportation 
costs, faster build times, and a few other perks. 
The bad thing is that you have to trust that Ama- 
zon Games won't make changes that make the 
microtransactions essential to the experience. 

So far, Lost Ark is one of the best free-to-play 
games of its kind. Fans of Diablo or CRPGs in 
general should love it. There's a ton of content 
here, and even though the story isn't award-win- 
ning, it's entertaining enough to hold the bones 
of the game together. So, if it sounds even a bit 
interesting, try it. After all, it's risk-free. 

— Brittany Vincent 
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Infernax CHOOSE FATE 


Someone’s Quest 


| have as much rose-tinted 
nostalgia for Castlevania ЇЇ: 
Simon s Quest as the next 
person, but | hesitate to call it 
a “good game.” The sound- 
track is incredible, and the 
atmosphere is thick—espe- 
cially for an NES game—but 
the esoteric hints and overall 
design were tailor-made for 


PUBLISHER 


DEVELOPER calling up the Nintendo 
SYSTEMIS) Power tip line and ponying up 
a buck a minute in charges. 
RATING Infernax dares to ask a bold 


question: What if Simon 5 

Quest actually, for lack of bet- тооп 
{ег terms, whipped ass? HAT IS HAPPENING HERE? 

That's pretty much /nfernax in a nutshell. 

While Berzerk Studio s beautifully gory throw- 
back side-scroller certainly takes inspiration 
from other games of the past and present, it is 
most structurally reminiscent of the second 
Castlevania to grace Nintendo s original console. 
The story follows a knight who returns to his 
homeland to find it plagued with unholy magic. 


Reach for grapeness! 


The wholesome and cozy lator similar to Story of Seasons or Stardew 
categories of indie games Valley, and from it comes a beautiful world filled 
are the strongest they have to the brim with quests. There’s exploration, 
ever been in recent years, fighting monsters, fulfilling favors for the 

and thanks to the semi- townsfolk, crafting, and dungeons that need a 
annual Indie World showcase good cleaning [from all the rot and dungeon 
and online resources like boss that is). It feels somewhat similar to 
Wholesome Games, more 
players have access to the 


PUBLISHER 
latest and greatest the indie 
aa ai game scene has to offer. 
SYSTEMIS] Garden Story is one of those 
highly sought-after gems 
BANG of a game. 


Embark on your adventure 
as Concord, the freshest grape off the vine 
crowned the Grove's newest Guardian. Though 
tiny, Concord has an island of fruits, vegetables, 
mushrooms, and frogs to protect from the nasty 
"rot" that is taking over their beloved garden 
patch. Here starts our protagonist's mission: 
take up garden tools to defend the Grove's 
inhabitants from the ever-encroaching rot and 
reunite the four regions and their communities 
of the island. 

Garden Story is what you get when you cross 
a 2D top-down Zelda-like with a farming simu- 
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Thus, he sets off on a quest to uncover the mys- 
teries of the curse, doing bloody battle with 
countless ghouls, ghosts, and goblins along the 
way. When say /nfernax is gory, | mean it. The 
dissonance of the sometimes-cute sprites and 
the over-the-top violence—especially in the gor- 
geously illustrated pixel art cutscenes—is down- 
right hilarious. We re talkin’ Splatterhouse lev- 
els of body horror here. 

Speaking of those cutscenes, they come into 
play not just before bosses, but before key story 
beats that open up a simple set of choices. For 


HEALTHERPOOO 
манаБЕВВВЕР 


«4 


instance, the first опе уои гип into happens just 
as aman is about to undergo a horrifying trans- 
formation into a zombie. You have the choice to 
help or slay him on the spot, and while slaying 

him will result in a hilariously brutal attack, you 


another indie: Turnip Boy Commits Tax 


might want to think twice about 
acting so hastily. This decision 
will actually affect your ending, 
believe it or not, as will the 
many other tough choices our 
hero must make along the way. 
Infernax is a challenging 
game, but its power-up system 
and the frequent addition of new 
skills and magic abilities makes it totally fair. You 
never feel like you re powerless, and by the time 
you return to an area that handed you your ass 
the first time around, you'll be breezing through 
enemies with one-hit kills that used to take you 
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three ог more to take down ог good. Bosses are 
wonderfully designed, too. They re not overly 
complex, but they have some interesting patterns 
and moves, and of course you'll find that most of 
them are completely disgusting. 

From the visuals to the earworm soundtrack 
and everything in between, /nfernax is very 
much my type of indie game. With multiple 
endings and an engaging gameplay loop, 
there’s plenty of replay value there, so do 
yourself a favor and take a brief reprieve from 
Elden Ring to go smash up monsters in a more 
bite-sized kingdom. 


—Joseph Luster 


just be your speed. 


Evasion. Just with more areas to explore, 
substantially more gameplay, and more of 
a connection to the sim elements afore- 


Nicely fitting into the cozy category 
of games, the game includes elements 


Guardian Concord! So glad | 
you came by. Listen, I've 
got a special issue for a 


mentioned. 

Like other games of this genre, a lot of 
your time will be spent completing fetch 
quests before you can take on the dungeon 
boss of each area. The quests aren't par- 
ticularly hard, made up of collecting 
resources, clearing an area of rot, or 
repairing dilapidated bridges and the like, 
but they do require a lot of backtracking, 
which unfortunately muddies your original 
objective. The most difficult part was 
actually remembering the task at hand, 
if you clear one, but forget the next you'll 
have to try and recall where the quest 
bulletin board is, leading to even more 
backtracking. Though eventually, you'll 
make enough coin from requests that you 
won't need to do as many as you progress 
through the game, unless you take on a 
new building project. 

As you prove yourself as a reliable 
guardian, each town's mayor will ask for 
your help to clear dungeons. This is where 
the game feels more brutal than the rest. Get- 
ting through each dungeon's puzzles was a 
cinch, but the bosses crushed me every time. It 
could be that | didn't upgrade all my weapons (I 
lost track of where to do so], but | needed to rely 


Saup! You're new here, 
aren't you? 


on the "perish prevention" setting after many 
attempts to take on the first boss. Attacks and 
dodge rolls felt slow and difficult at times mak- 
ing battles feel more chaotic than | anticipated. 
But, if you're up for a good challenge, this may 
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that are synonymous with the genre: 
fishing (for resources], mining materi- 
als, farming, crafting, and buying hats 
and backpacks for Concord. Aside from 
the mainline quest, some of these 
tasks are only necessary for a few 
instances during the main quest; oth- 
erwise, it's left up to the player to con- 
tinue repairing buildings, planting 
seeds, and decorating the villages after 
completing the main story. | would 
have liked to see a better integration of 
the sim elements and main quest to 
balance out the gameplay, but overall, 
the main story roughly takes about 15 
hours to complete (which is definitely 
on the higher end for indie games!), 
and if you want to customize the island 
there are plenty more hours to sink 
your teeth into. 

Garden Story is a delightfully whole- 
some game with a gorgeous pixelated 
overworld, endearing story, and 
adorable soundtrack by Grahm Nes- 


bitt. If you're looking to broaden your horizons 
and dive into the world of chill indie games, this 
is a good place to start your adventure. 


—Brianna Fox-Priest 
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BELLE of the Ball 


Composer Taisei Iwasaki Talks Music and Creativity 


By Danica Davidson 


Taisei lwasaki is the lead composer and arranger on the soundtracks for BELLE, a visually stunning new 
film with beautiful music from Mamoru Hosoda. With the movie now available to audiences globally, Iwasaki 
spoke to Otaku USA about his background in music, his creative process, and his involvement with the 


English version of the songs. 


Otaku USA: Please tell us a bit about yourself and 
your background in music. 

Taisei lwasaki: | love films and music, and | 
majored in screenwriting in college. My main 
activity as a composer is to create soundtracks 
for films that combine both. My mother was a 
piano teacher, so | had a lot of opportunities to 
experience music from a young age. 


What was your creative process in working on the 
music for BELLE? 
First, | read the script 
and storyboard, had a 
long meeting with 
Hosoda-san to decide 
on the direction of 
music, and then start- 
ed composing. And 
then | made the con- 
cept of a “composer 
village" and invited my 
composer friends to 
collaborate on compo- 
sitions. The way that 
the composers shared 
their motifs directly 
with each other was 
unique to this work. 
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What was it like working with Mamoru Hosoda? 
It was very exciting. Director Hosoda never 
treated us as just another production depart- 
ment but allowed us to truly collaborate. We 
respected each other's opinions and were able 
to work together until the very last note. 


How were you involved in supervising the English 
dub of the music? 

We were part of the team that made the English 
version, and we actually recorded the vocals in 
NYC and did the mixing too. This time | told 
them that | wanted to make an original English 
version, not just an English translation, and they 
accepted. So, my personal impression is that | 
was able to make an English original, not an 
English Dub. It was a very fortunate experience. 
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Is there anything else you'd like your overseas 
fans to know? 

As | mentioned above, we re trying to localize 
the music and the lyrics specific to each country 
as much as possible in the hopes that overseas 
fans will enjoy this film as much as Japanese 
fans do. 
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Danica Davidson is the author of the best- 
selling Manga Art for Beginners with artist 
Melanie Westin, and its sequel, Manga Art for 
Intermediates, with professional Japanese 
mangaka Rena Saiya. Check out her other 
comics and books at www.danicadavidson.com. 
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Tamashii Web: Global site 
https://www.tamashiinations.com/ - 


Follow us on Instagram *Actuol product may differ slightly frorn photos 
“These products are intended for ages 15 and up. TAMASHE ARDOWS. 


"Indicated release date is based on Japanese release date 
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